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    he morning after finishing the Maid’s
Lament, I got out of bed, put on my clothing, and sat at a nearby
table. Faeyna was already up and dressed, holding a cup of tea, which
she poured for me.


    “Master…” She nodded formally.


    There was a warmth and closeness from
her words, despite that nothing on the surface seemingly changed
between us. Faeyna would continue to be my maid in the future, and
that was all there was to it.


    “Do you want to ask me something?”
I inquired.


    “Ah… y-yes…”


    I gave her a disarming smile, as my
question seemed to catch her off guard. Since I was her Slave Master
again, I could feel her feelings and could at least tell when she had
something on her mind. As for when she became my slave, I used it on
her sometime during the night when I was dirtying her up.


    Name: Faeyna


    Class: Management


    Job: Head Maid (LVL 72)


    Unlocked Jobs: Cook (LVL 19), Maid
(LVL 50), Manager (LVL 15), Governess (LVL 18), Basic Magician (LVL
20)


    Race: Elf


    “I would like to go with Master and
level more.”


    Faeyna hadn’t changed much from when
I last saw her. Her Head Maid job gained many levels after the ordeal
around her death, but otherwise, her progress was rather normal. Her
progress would be considered crazy when comparing the amount of time
that passed and the amount she put into leveling. I only took her out
to Widow’s Dungeon for a brief time to level her, so her progress
was mostly because of her relationship as my slave.


    Compared to the power leveling Lydia,
Miki, and the rest of the girls took part in, Faeyna couldn’t
compare. However, she had the lore of a hero mixed with her soul.
That hadn’t been lost when she died, merely rearranged. On top of
that, it seemed like her brother sacrificed his soul, allowing it to
mix with the dungeon’s strength. When she absorbed it, it became
her strength as well. He merged his soul with his sister. Total
siscon move.


    One might think that since she was the
maid hero, her jobs would be amazing. However, you only gained what
you put effort into, and, on top of her brother holding back her hero
legacy in hope she wouldn’t meet a grisly fate, she personally
avoided becoming a hero, dedicating herself to the path of a maid.
That said, it wasn’t like it didn’t show. She had a lot of jobs
and reached Head Maid even though she wasn’t much older than me. I
originally thought she was ancient, with hundreds of years under her
belt as an elf, but it turned out she was rather young or an elf.


    Thus, she could level rapidly despite
everything working against her. Since she understood her path, the
next step was wanting to become strong like all the other girls. I
didn’t blame her. 



    I reached out and gently patted her
head. She bowed her head and closed her eyes, accepting my pats
without reserve.


    “I will help you gain strength. In
time, you will be no weaker in combat than Lydia or the rest.”


    Faeyna’s eyes opened. “Huh? That’s
not what I want.”


    I blinked. “It isn’t?”


    “Master is still a better cook than
me! How can I continue when your food is better? Not to mention all
these ingredients from another world! Based on Aberis’s subpar
culinary culture, how can I even compete?” As she spoke, she became
impassioned and tearful.


    Oh, it was that. It seems like Faeyna’s
path was always as straight as an arrow. I just didn’t see it.
Unfortunately, it was too late to become the Cooking Hero, if one
existed.
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    he crisis in the city was resolved. The
dungeon was back in order and in a state of evolution. Meanwhile, the
residents worked on reopening the city. Without Siti, we couldn’t
reestablish travel with the Capital. I wanted to give it a few days,
though. We were still vulnerable. The people focused on recovering
themselves and repairing the city.


    I wanted to go out and search for my
girls, but I needed to stabilize things in the city first. I had
responsibilities, and I couldn’t just abandon everything and run
out on my own. I sat there for a moment, eating breakfast. I was
using Xin, Elaya, and Astria, giving them orders to relay. Well,
Elaya and Astria were somewhat unreliable, so I didn’t depend on
them for more than occasionally asking questions, but Xin was
extremely compliant. She worked hard and accepted every command
without issue.


    “Master, are we going to talk about
last night?” Alysia asked through our mental connection.


    “Hmm? What’s that?” I asked.


    “You did that with another girl in
front of me!”


    I choked on my food and coughed for
several seconds before I could respond. “Ah! Alysia… that…
can’t you close off your senses?”


    “Whether I can isn’t the question!
My soul is combined with Master. When you do such things, I can feel
it.”


    “F-feel it?” My eyes widened. “You
didn’t say anything!”


    I hadn’t been thinking about it at
all last night. Faeyna simply threw herself at me, and I decided to
do what was necessary to get closer to her. Alysia kept completely
silent, but she was still my sword, resting in the blessing on my
hand. Thus, she would have had a front-row seat to everything we did
the previous night. It had been a threesome all along and I didn’t
even realize it!


    “H-how could I say anything when
Master was doing this and that… and once I thought it was over,
Master turned so rough!”


    “Sorry I scared you…” I
immediately apologized.


    “It’s not that! Why didn’t you
act so rough with me?” she asked with a pout.


    “That’s why you’re angry?”


    “I may be a princess, but I’m tough
and strong…”


    “I didn’t say you weren’t.”


    “Just because she’s a hero or
whatever doesn’t mean I can’t take everything you throw at me!”


    “It’s not that…”


    Alysia seemed to have formed some
incorrect theories. She thought I was gentle with her because she was
a princess and rougher with Faeyna because she was the Maid Hero. It
wasn’t that at all. I acted rough with Faeyna exactly because of a
blend of aggressiveness and timidness. She teased me with every
movement, but was too inexperienced to know anything. It incited the
beast in me, so I was rough with her. Meanwhile, Alysia was far more
reserved, and her strength made me see her more as an equal than prey
to be eaten up. How could I explain the truth?


    I promised her I’d be rougher next
time while tearing up on the inside. Thankfully, she dropped it and I
could finish my breakfast in peace.


    “There’s a problem.” Xin said
through a mental message.


    I was about to contact Celeste to
figure out what the holdup was when Xin sent the message. Slave
Communication went both ways, but I had to open the communication on
my side. While the Slave Communication was open, it drained mana
based on the distance between us. While in a formation with the
girls, I would usually activate it for everyone so they could
communicate at a moment’s notice. The amount of mana was negligible
for my current level, so I didn’t need to be sparring with it.
Thus, I left it open all morning while tackled did the requests I
asked.


    “What is it?” I asked.


    “The outside of town. There is an
army approaching.”


    An army? Whatever was going on, it was
probably bad.


  


  



  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 3]



  

    [image: a]

  

 hurried out of the mansion and rushed
out of town. As I approached, I got a better view of the situation.
There was a large army and, across from them, a smaller contingent of
our forces hastily formed together. It was clear the army had the
advantage.



  I noticed Xin standing next to Ruby and
the guild master. I ran out to my side as quickly as possible. When
the Guild Master saw me, he raised his hand with a look of relief on
his face.


  “Lord Deek, thank goodness you’re
here.” the guild master declared. “As you can see, a problem has
arisen.”


  “I see… an army.” I turned toward
the opposing group and paled slightly.


  There were at least 3,000 soldiers at
the ready. Meanwhile, our garrison only had 1,000 in response. It
looked like most of our soldiers and adventurers were hastily dragged
out. The army approached us without us noticing. That was exactly the
vulnerability I worried about. Was Alerith taking advantage? I knew I
should have taken care of Lord Reign. Even though I defeated his
master, he could still cause trouble.


  “They are Osterians,” Xin
announced.


  “Osterians?” I blinked, using my
Eagle Eye and confirming they were indeed Osterian soldiers.


  “What do we do?” the guild master
asked.


  I took a breath, then stepped out.
“Might as well go greet them.”


  Once the others saw me moving, they
followed. None of us were easy, so if the enemy posed a threat, it
would cost them. A man walked out to meet me, and when I saw his
face, I hissed. It was Draven Nova, the Osterian general!


  “Alysia!” I called out my weapon
immediately.


  I wasn’t going to take any chances
around him. I held my sword defensively. If we fought, I would be
able to defeat him, but if he sent the army at us, they could defeat
us all. There was a saying that one Osterian was worth several humans
on the battlefield. Since they outnumbered us three to one, we might
as well be facing 10,000 troops. It was seriously bad. How could I
have foreseen the Osterians sending an army our way?


  “Deek. I’m here because you bested
me in battle,” he declared. 


  “Are you looking for round two?” I
asked, trying to appear intimidating and unafraid.


  He looked down. “The Osterians
believe in following strength. You’ve tamed and wielded a powerful
blade, conquered and enslaved our Queen, defeated our lord, and
bested me. Once we discovered you weren’t returning to the Ost
Republic and these were your lands, the elders of Osteria got
together and made a decision.”


  “A decision, you say?” I was still
hesitant and confused. “How did you get here so quick?”


  “We received assistance…” He
gestured to a woman who stepped out.


  “Siti?” I blinked.


  “My lord.” Siti nodded to me with a
straight face.


  Did she betray us? No, it didn’t feel
like an attack at all. What was going on?


  I looked at Draven hesitantly. “What
decision?”


  Draven fell to his knees. “The
Osterians will serve you as their king. You are now our lord.”


  “Wh-what?”


  As he kneeled, all the soldiers behind
him kneeled too. Then they started chanting.


  “King Deekson, King Deekson, King
Deekson!” It grew louder until it was deafening, shaking the
ground.


  “Y-you’re all moving here?”


  “Our home is with our king,” Draven
responded, his head still lowered. “All Osterians will move here,
and accept you as their lord.”


  “A-all of them?”


  Xin approached me from behind. “I
meant to warn you of such a possibility, but they moved faster than I
predicted. This is the way of Osterians. You are their king. Until
they recognize someone stronger, they will follow you.”


  “This…”


  “They’re coming if you want them to
or not,” Xin responded helplessly. “We are a united people.”


  I licked my lips as I looked over the
army shouting my name. “A-and how many Osterians are there?”


  “The exact number isn’t known… we
live longer than humans, have multiple children per birth, and are
tougher, but we breed much slower. A lot of us were lost in the wars
under Demon Lord Aberis. If I had to guess our exact numbers…
20,000.”


  I thought about it for a brief moment,
then nodded. “I’m going to need a bigger city.”
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       ended up so busy getting the Osterians
settled that another day passed. Of course, I didn’t have the
buildings or homes to give so many people. They were fine roughing it
for a while, but I didn’t want to cause issues where it became an
“us and them” situation. If the Osterians were going to become a
part of my territory, I would integrate them with the rest. I could
just let them build their own city. Truth be known, I only had two
cities, the most human and slightly incestuous Deeksville, then
Chalm, which was mostly slaves.


      I feared the Osterians wouldn’t fit
in. Although Chalm was anti-slavery, the Osterians fought alongside
the demon lord. For the longest time, Dioshin sat as the barrier to
keep them from claiming the entire south. It stood to reason that it
was very difficult to forgive, and may lead to some prejudices down
the line.


      So, I ended up having many talks with
the guild master, Elaya, and the mayor. Alysia refused to speak for
the Osterian people, even if they would listen to her. In her mind,
she was no longer an Osterian once she became my blade, and her view
would always be compromised because of her relationship with me. That
meant Draven was the one speaking for the Osterian people. It was an
awkward situation and not one I considered ideal. Eventually, we
realized we would have to draft a bill of rights. Well, that was my
suggestion. I only knew so much about government. I needed to contact
Prince Edward when I had the time to discuss everything further.


      In the meantime, we created a set of
temporary rules and regulations. The Osterians were open to enter the
city and do commerce with Chalm. The one thing Chalm was lacking was
farmland. The wilderness proved too dangerous. Families refused to
risk everything on farms too close to the wilderness. A few of the
more daring citizens started farms east of Chalm where they were at
least protected, but they just started and it would be years before
they produced a surplus.


      The Osterians were far more daring.
After all, they had the strength and stamina of three humans, so
whether it came to running or fighting, they had an edge on the
monsters emerging from the forest. They began a reclamation plan my
girls started by surveying the land immediately. In short, they cut
down the forest and took the land that was too unwieldy for Dioshin,
Aberis, and even the demon king to conquer.


      The task originally went to the golems,
but they were inefficient and required constant upkeep. Furthermore,
we had blown them up in the battle with Demon Lord Aberis and never
got around to making more. 



      As I watched the Osterians chop down
trees, requiring half the time a golem would need, I thought about
the future of this territory. It was mine to claim, given to me by
Lord Aberis. Dioshin might disagree with that when they reached the
borders, but that was a problem for future me years down the road. At
the moment, we were merely creating a safety barrier around Chalm
that hadn’t existed before.


      Elaya also explained that my evolving
dungeon was putting out some pretty strong signals that would keep
the monsters and other dungeons at bay. Eventually, I was going to
have to destroy the three remaining dungeons that made the
wilderness, or in some way conquer them. Thinking about the benefits
that came from tamed dungeons, maybe I shouldn’t aim to destroy
them. Well, at the very least, I’d need the help of my girls.


      That was right. What was holding up
Celeste? She should have been back with Miki already. Her focus was
speed, and we knew where Miki was, so she should have been able to
reach her in a day. I opened up my Slave Communication.


      “Celeste?”


      “Master! Help! Help immediately!”


    


    



    



  




  [image: 5]



  

    [image: w]

  


  

     leaped through a portal, entering an
area where I couldn’t be certain what I’d find on the other end.
I had Alysia at the ready. It could be anything. Celeste could be in
mortal danger. I should have known something was delaying Celeste
from returning. I should have spoken to her earlier. I just hoped I
arrived in time.


    {You have entered Matty’s Maze of
Mysteries. Destroy the lore to break the curse, or complete the lore
for extra dungeon points and a blessing!}


    “Celeste!” I looked around
worriedly.


    I had all my blessings, so portaling
directly to Celeste’s location wasn’t difficult. That location
turned out to be in a dungeon. However, I was a bit confused. If she
was in a dungeon, she shouldn’t have been able to use Slave
Communication. Also, Celeste should have been tracking down Miki, and
Miki had gone into an undead type dungeon. Was the maze filled with
undead? I looked around and couldn’t see anything dangerous in the
immediate area. Then my eyes landed on Celeste and they turned to
pinpricks.


    Celeste was on the ground, covered from
head to toe with milky white stuff. It soaked her body, her clothing
wet and partially see-through. Gobs of white dripped down her chest
and body. It looked like… well, it didn’t look good.


    “Master, you came!” Celeste cried
hysterically. “This dungeon… this dungeon… it violated me.”


    “What… who did this?” I snapped,
extremely angry.


    “T-that!” She pointed down the
hallway.


    There was a long hallway in front of
her and a stairway on the side.


    “I’ll show them!” I lunged
forward down the tiled hallway, expecting to see an enemy.


    “W-wait!”


    As I touched the first tile, the ground
suddenly gave out. It was a trap I hadn’t noticed! I used Create
Step, planning to jump back. However, when the ground gave out, the
ceiling opened up. Something large and slimy fell on my head. I let
out a shout as it dragged me down, collapsing into the hole. Before I
could react, I fell into a pit of white, immobilized.


    It was dark, cold, and I couldn’t
breathe. It was liquid, but it had a gelatin-like quality that
completely immobilized me. I couldn’t even swing my sword. As my
lungs burned, someone grabbed me from behind and pulled. They yanked
me out of the suspension, where I landed on a nearby concrete
platform. I let out a breath, gasping. A moment later, I lifted my
hand and created a light spell.


    The pit I fell into was as long as the
hallway, filled with wriggling white. It took me a few moments to
realize what they were.


    “It’s… slimes?” I asked in
wonder before performing Monster Identify. “Ghost slimes?”


    Celeste nodded tearfully. “They’re
so wiggly and gross. They wiggled in all kinds of places! If I
couldn’t change my form at will, I definitely would have died the
first time I fell in!”


    “So, this is a dungeon filled with
traps,” I muttered. “Did Miki succumb to one of these traps? Ah,
what do you mean, first time? How many times have you fallen?” I
asked.


    “M-master…” She turned
teary-eyed. “Fifteen times… this is the first level!”


  


  



  





  [image: 6]



  

    [image: w]

  


  

     helped Celeste clean herself up. I
looked just as bad, but on a girl, the ghost slimes were pretty bad.
If I had to guess, the ghost slimes were non-combative. They simply
immobilized you like quicksand. When you died, they would then feast
on your soul. A normal slime was caustic to the flesh, so it made
sense that ghost slimes would devour souls. At least, that was my
hypothesis.


    However, it was only the first level
and the first challenge. A dungeon that focused on challenges might
be Celeste’s biggest weakness. She was fast, but once she got
slimed, all her abilities would be worthless. I was sure there was
some kind of trick to the challenge, but neither of us could figure
it out.


    Celeste had not been able to make any
progress or get any deeper. Also, the Slave Communication didn’t
cut through into the dungeon. Instead, Celeste left a spell at the
dungeon entrance to automatically beckon me when I connected. That
wasn’t something I was aware she could do, but if anyone could, it
would be someone with such high-level wind magic like Celeste. That
she could figure out how to send a message, but not pass the
dungeon’s easiest trap… well, that was expected of Celeste. 



    “Alysia, let’s destroy this.”


    I lifted my blade, and it glowed. When
Celeste realized what I was going to do, a dangerous glint appeared
in her eye.


    “Let me help.” She waved out her
hand and blew in a circle around Alysia.


    I raised my sword in the air, preparing
for a massive attack. Innumerable wind blades exploded from my sword
and worked their way across the hallway, chopping and incinerating
the ghost slimes. A wave of spiritual destruction resonated with the
blade, further causing disintegrating them. With time to prepare and
Celeste’s help, we vaporized most of the slimes.


    “Stick with me!”


    I jumped forward, walking down the pit
and slashing my sword. Between Celeste and me, we destroyed the last
of the slimes. After days of trauma, she gleefully destroyed monster
after monster. When we reached the end of the pit, I used all my leg
strength and jumped. I created a step and jumped again. With a swing
of the blade, I destroyed the trapdoor from the other side. Celeste
up sent a wind blade and, as a slime tried to fall on our heads, she
chopped it apart.


    In two leaps, with Celeste flying
behind me, the pair of us emerged at the other end of the hallway. As
I glanced back down the hallway, the lights moved in a particular
pattern. It probably had to do with how the trap worked and was
bypassed. I didn’t care though, and I didn’t have time to waste
on some dungeon master’s idea of a good trap. I would fight my way
to the bottom of the dungeon and find out what happened to Miki. If
she died, I would make the dungeon cough up her soul or else.


    Thus, we broke through the trap by
going under it and continued to the next floor. It was a room with
four chalices on four pedestals.


    “I wonder which chalice we need to
drink… or do we drink them?” Celeste asked.


    “I solved it,” I stated.


    I walked up to the door leading to the
next floor. It was closed, but it was just a door. Dungeons only
seemed invincible by depending on tricks. For example, you could have
a physical door supported by spiritual energy. No matter how powerful
your blade was, if it could only physically attack, it would be
blocked, no matter how strong it was. I had Alysia, who could cut
through every type of substance, so I didn’t hold back. I
immediately ignored the puzzle and attacked the door. It exploded
open in a single violent strike.


    “Ah? Master figured it out!”
Celeste exclaimed excitedly.


    I didn’t, I just broke through it.
Celeste was happy to be making such quick progress after being
stumped for two days. Her opinion of me increased, but I was just
cheating at that point. Whatever, it was fast.


    Of course, I didn’t know that deep at
the bottom of the dungeon was a dungeon master who was watching us, a
vein popping out of their forehead.
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    re you sure this is the dungeon she is
in?” I asked, breaking through the door to the fifth level.


    “Yes, Master.” Celeste nodded.
“This is the dungeon we marked as undead.”


    “You say that, but where are the
undead?”


    “Ah… they’re outside the dungeon.
The entire area is dark, creepy, and covered in zombies. Lydia said
it was similar to Mina’s dungeon where the pair of you met.”


    Although she said that, I hadn’t seen
the outside, and so far, the inside had very few undead elements. I
supposed that ghost slimes made it undead in the barest terms, but it
still didn’t look like what I would have expected.


    “Ah, wait, here’s a skeleton!” I
said excitedly as we walked into the fifth-floor room.


    Like the other floors above, the
dungeon consisted of a single room containing some puzzle in it. In
all previous rooms, other than the first, I was able to pass easily
by breaking down the door. It had only been a few minutes and we were
already on the fifth floor. Whether the puzzles were getting
progressively more dangerous or difficult, I didn’t know because I
hadn’t completed any of them legitimately.


    The floor was traditionally supposed to
have a miniboss on it if it had been one of the more conventional
dungeons. It didn’t disappoint, as there was a skeleton standing
there. There were also two doors awaiting to be opened, which made it
distinctly different than the other ones.


    “Welcome, adventurer,” the skeleton
declared as we approached. “One of these doors leads to certain
death, while the other leads to the next level. You may ask each door
a question. Hehe, but I warn you, one of them always lies, and one of
them always… hey, what are you doing?”


    As I walked by the skeleton, I grabbed
him and picked him up. He barely had a moment to struggle before I
reached one of the doors, opened it, and then tossed him inside.


    “What are you do… not this door!
Ahhhhhhhh!” a scream resonated and I slammed the door shut.


    I glanced over at Celeste. “We’ll
take the other door.”


    The pair of us walked to the other
door, but as I grabbed the doorknob, it wouldn’t turn.


    “Hey, buddy! That’s not how the
game is played!” The door shouted. “You have to ask us each a
question and find the right path!”


    I lifted my sword. “Do you want to
die?”


    “I do! Please kill me!” the door
cried.


    I turned to the other door. “Is this
the safe way?”


    “Ahh… y-yes… be cool, man. We
have no problem…”


    “We do have a problem!” the door in
front of me yelled out. “Agh… darn my truthful ways!”


    I raised my sword. “No one likes
liars.”


    “I… I will never surrender…”
the door started crying. “Oh… crap!”


    A few moments later, there was no
longer a door, and the two of us moved on to the next floor defeating
the rather simple miniboss.
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    e walked into the ninth-floor safe
room, immediately preceding the boss. As for the lore, I didn’t
bring myself to care. I made some promises about respecting and
understanding lore, but that nicety ended when that dungeon took one
of my girls as a prisoner. It also covered Celeste in sticky white
stuff, so that stole the last of my consideration.


    I didn’t spend too much time resting.
It was just enough time to adjust my stuff and potentially prepare
for anything. Celeste and I walked into the tenth-floor boss room. I
frowned as I approached a young boy with a glower on his face.


    “A child?” Celeste asked curiously.


    Since the upper levels, she was mostly
sitting on my shoulder, enjoying the ride. It had been such a long
time since I had felt her there, I didn’t complain about her lack
of help. Well, it wasn’t like I was solving the puzzles myself.
However, was the child a puzzle? It could be a boss fight. Expecting
me to fight a child? Was that one of the dungeon’s tricks?


    “Fellow dungeon master, what are you
doing here?” The little boy demanded as I approached him.


    My steps slowed to a stop. “You know
that I’m a dungeon master?”


    “Hmph! Who else could you be? Those
foolish humans don’t possess the strength we do! They have to fight
in groups, hoping to overpower us!”


    “I see…” I was a bit more than a
dungeon master, but for all intents and purposes, it didn’t matter.
“Why have you come? Shouldn’t you be on the bottom floor?”


    “It’s clear you are a superior
level dungeon,” he snorted. “I don’t know why you haven’t
initiated a takeover yet, but if you intended to probe my dungeon
further, I should say you have already seen all there is to see.
Although my dungeon is a bit older, I did not waste my absorption on
growing my dungeon. Twenty levels are all I possess. Oh, if you hoped
that meant my mana stores were valuable, I assure you they are not. I
have been continuously using the mana I absorb.”


    “On what?” I blinked.


    “That’s none of your concern!” he
sniffed haughtily before pulling out an orb. “Here is my lore
glossary. It contains a penance of mana, as well as my registered
mobs and traps. Take it and leave.”


    I stared at the glowing orb in his
hand. It resembled the dungeon lore, except it wasn’t as large nor
did it glow as brightly. Using my intuition mixed with my Dungeon
Master skill, I had a feeling it was some kind of copy? It was like
scanning a copy of the basic lure. It didn’t contain the heart of
the dungeon, but the information could be used. What information?
That would be the knowledge to create different monsters, traps, and
biomes. I didn’t know dungeons could exchange such things.


    When I hesitated to take the item
offered, his face grew dark. “If you intend to continuously break
through each of my carefully laid out puzzles and take everything,
I’ll warn you. I’m part of the dungeon master council. I’ve
tolerated your presence thus far for my reasons, but if you press me
any further, I will report you. A high-level dungeon cannot attack a
weaker dungeon. This is according to the dungeon master pact!”


    I felt like I stumbled into something
big no one from the surface knew about. Dungeon masters were
organized?


  


  



  





  [image: 9]



  

    [image: w]

  

 grabbed the lore from the boy’s hand
and absorbed it. It absorbed a lot like the lore from before, but
that was a blessing. Instead, the lore stemmed from miasma. In fact,
if I didn’t have a God Soul, that sort of thing would probably be
bad. It stood to reason that if dungeon blessings were a piece of
lore attached to your mana soul, then perhaps you could similarly
merge yourself with karmic curses too. I didn’t know how to make
use of such information.



  At the very least, it wasn’t a curse.
My head filled with all kinds of information. It was more organized
and logical than the usual flood I received, and it didn’t provide
nearly as much discomfort. Part of the reason was the lore was
streamlined and censored, only giving me information the dungeon was
willing to pass. That didn’t include the story that created the
dungeon in the first place. I scanned it and sighed.


  “This doesn’t have what I need.”


  I thought it wouldn’t contain
information about Miki, but I had to give it a try. However, it was
reassuring as well. If Miki died and was absorbed, there should be
knowledge about her in the core. At the very least, there should be
some kind of spiritualist-like mod.


  “That’s all I have!” the little
boy snapped angrily.


  “No, two months ago, there was a girl
that entered this dungeon. Where did she go?”


  “Huh?” He blinked. “You mean that
girl who stunk of death? Ick!”


  “This is an undead dungeon?”


  “I only did that to keep people like
you away!” He glared at me. “Most don’t like the undead.
They’re dark, wet, and smelly. They’re ugly, dumb, and hard to
control! It’s been enough to keep the other two dungeons nearby
from eating me. You must be that new one that sprang up in place of
that city dungeon. They were ghosts too, so you must have wanted to
add zombies. But I heard that place was a no… wait! Was that girl
sent by you?”


  I was trying to keep up with everything
the kid was telling me, but the only thing that mattered to me was
Miki.


  “What happened to Miki? What happened
to the girl?” I demanded.


  “So, she was one of yours. I didn’t
think much of you having a dumb house fairy as a familiar, but to
also work with mana creatures…” His expression turned ugly. “The
council warned us to stay away from you. You’re not a true dungeon
master. You’re just a human!”


  “I came here to find Miki.” I tried
one last time as I started to lose my patience. “Tell me where she
went or what happened to her, and we’ll leave in peace.”


  “Heh.” The kid grinned. “I killed
her. She died screaming.”


  “No!” Celeste cried out.


  I pulled out Alysia. “Since you won’t
tell me, I’ll just take the lore from your dungeon. You better pray
what you said was a lie.”


  The boy stumbled back as I glared, but
then he stuck his tongue out at me. “You’ll never know! I’m
closing this dungeon! Without defeating the tenth-floor boss, you
can’t continue, and I’ve hidden the boss. That door is
reinforced! You won’t be able to break through it like the others!
This is the farthest floor you’ll get to!”


  “Tell me what I want to know!” I
slashed at him, but he disappeared before my blade struck, likely
transporting somewhere else in the dungeon.


  I was pissed.


  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 10]



  

    [image: w]

  


  o, I really can’t break through the
door.” I muttered.


  “Should we look for this, boss?”
Celeste asked.


  “Finding an invisible boss, I
supposed that fits within this dungeon’s theme. There are so many
ways dungeons can circumvent the rules. Are the rules established by
the council?” I wondered out loud.


  I had always known dungeons had certain
rules they had to follow. One such rule was that there had to be a
means of getting from the entrance to the boss’ room. They couldn’t
just barricade themselves up. If it happened, it could only be
maintained temporarily, and such barriers became more and more
brittle the longer they existed. As a dungeon master, I felt an
intense discomfort when I tried to shut my dungeon. It gave me the
feeling of holding my breath. I could only keep the barrier up for a
brief amount of time.


  However, such a rule could be
circumvented in a boss’ room. As long as the boss existed, it could
impede your progress. Bosses existed every five levels, with a
mini-boss on the fifth level that roamed freely, and the main boss
that took up the entirety of every fifth floor. Of course, there were
also the rules regarding safe rooms. They existed roughly every
four–five floors. Mobs didn’t seem to notice them and would walk
right past them.


  Bosses were aware of them. However,
entering safe rooms could cause damage and weaken a boss, so they
avoided them. To a mob, they would either lose their mind or be
destroyed based on their strength. Essentially, safe zones didn’t
have miasma, and the safe rooms repelled creatures attached to the
dungeon.


  Those were the rules for the standard
leveled dungeons. Then, there were the open-level dungeons like
Twilight Dungeon and the soul dungeons like the Illusory Sword
Dungeon. One could become an academic and spend a lifetime learning
about all the rules and subsequent exceptions to the rules. I
supposed we could say the same about life. Life was messy and didn’t
follow clear-cut rules. The only thing about dungeons that seemed
definitive was that they fed on mana and converted it to miasma to
sustain themselves. Well, my god-tier dungeon didn’t do that, so
even that had exceptions.


  The reason I worked through such
questions in my mind was that Celeste was giving me a blank look, and
I had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to help in such a
conversation. Maybe I should have dragged Elaya with me. At the very
least, she could explain why she didn’t mention anything about a
dungeon council before. Although it was possible that new dungeons
under a certain age weren’t approached. It was also possible that
the new Widow’s Dungeon was controlled by the Demon Lord. The
counsel seemed to have been warned against my dungeon too.


  The point was that while dungeons had
rules; the rules weren’t set in stone and we could make exceptions.
A boss that couldn’t be seen and who you had to defeat might be one
such exception. The boss could be a fly on the wall, impossible to
see, or a microscopic bacterium. What if the boss was a water bear?
How could I go about defeating that? I had no such clue if that was
possible, but that certainly gave me thoughts about the future.


  In the meantime, I could fill the
entire room with destruction and hope I got the boss, but some
instinct inside me decided that method probably wouldn’t work. That
would be the first thing he’s thinking about. Thus, I had to come
up with another option.


  My body glowed as I accessed my dungeon
blessings, resetting my skills and optimizing for strength. Once I
reached that state, I attacked. My blade struck the floor with a
resounding boom. The floor exploded open, creating a hole.


  “Ah! Master figured it out!’
Celeste declared excitedly.


  I decided to test the floor. The door
might be reinforced, but it looked like he didn’t reinforce the
entire room. The pair of us jumped down to the eleventh floor. If he
was honest when he said twenty floors, then we only had nine more to
go.
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  oom!

  We leaped down to the next floor.


  Boom!


  One more down.


  “Alright, this should be the last
floor.” I lifted my sword and slammed it down.


  A few moments later, the pair of us
leaped into a boss room. It was a lot quicker. I should have done it
that way from the start. Did I just discover a cheat that made all
dungeons super easy? Such a method would only work on a more
simplistic dungeon. Other dungeons were maze-like places, and I could
end up opening a hole into anything from the floor above. That didn’t
consider more open dungeons, soul dungeons, and mega-dungeons. I
couldn’t assume what worked once would always work. Dungeons were
tricky things to peg down.


  However, I leaped down to the final
dungeon floor. The little boy awaited me, and beside him were various
undead. There was a skeleton knight, a busty lady in full witch
attire, and a ghost-like creature.


  “You still persist!” he hollered
angrily, throwing out his finger. “Attack!”


  I wasn’t sure if they were the
minibosses, level bosses, punishments, or what, but they likely had
all the strength of the dungeon in them. Rather than slowing me down
by having me fight them one at a time, the dungeon master gathered
them all in the boss room to fight at once. Could it be he was kind
of weak? I didn’t have much time to think about it because the
skeleton knight charged and the ghost flew into the air. The lady
backed up, seemingly casting spells as she remained in front of the
dungeon master defensively.


  The kid seemed to fight a bit like me.
He stayed in the back and sent his subordinates to fight. It had been
some time since I fought like that. I kind of missed it. When you
were in front of the battle, it was difficult to keep track of things
and see what was happening.


  “Alysia, with me… Celeste?”


  “On it!”


  Celeste took on the ghost while I went
for the knight. Celeste’s wind magic was able to render the ghost
mostly useless as it floated in the air. With a few air blades, she
managed to lock it down completely. With Alysia in hand, I received
blows from the knight without much trouble. A moment later, the
knight dodged as several spells came my way from the woman. They
turned out to be a bit trickier. I leaped to the side, but the spells
moved like they were locked on me.


  A wall of wind appeared and took the
brunt of the strike. That was Celeste. I took a breath as her attack
blocked the spells and I regained my footing. It looked like fighting
in a group was still the best option. I attacked the knight again.
Celeste finished off the ghost, all while keeping the witch lady
busy. Once Celeste defeated the ghost, she concentrated on the lady,
and the pressure on me was finally gone. I defeated the knight in a
matter of moments. I wouldn’t call it an easy fight. Had I been
another man, I would have been half dead. However, with the
cheat-like skill White Mage, I repaired all the damage.


  I pointed my sword at the boy. “Your
turn.”


  The kid looked at me, threw back his
head, and sobbed. His wails caused the fighting between the witch and
Celeste to die down. The witch lifted a finger as Celeste was about
to attack. Celeste stopped her attack, and the witch ran over,
kneeled next to the boy, and dabbed his tears with her robe. She shot
me a scathing look. Celeste caught up in the moment, also looked at
me, and shook her head disapprovingly.


  I made a small child cry and all the
women were glaring at me. When did I become the bad guy?
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ully! Meany!” the kid wailed, still
not satiated by the witch turned mother figure. “You killed my
family!”



  Wait. Don’t tell me. The witch was
his mother, the knight was his father, and the ghost was… I don’t
know, his dog? It looked like a traditional blob ghost, so who knew
what it was in its former life. It didn’t appear very bright,
though. So, we barged into his home, killed his dad and his dog, and
he was crying.


  “Can’t you just bring them back?”
I responded stiffly, realizing for the first time I wasn’t that
great with crying children.


  “Bring them back?” he sniffled.
“How would I do that if you’re just going to kill me, too? I
didn’t even do anything to you!”


  “Master should apologize.” Celeste
frowned at me.


  “What? Wait! You said you killed
Miki! She’s my family! You’re not going to turn this on me!” I
responded angrily. 



  “And you believed him?” the witch
asked.


  “Geh!” I stumbled back.


  I mean, I didn’t believe him. If I
believed she was dead, I would have used resurrection first. Had her
soul been in the dungeon, she would have resurrected.


  “Bad master…”


  Celeste was not helping…


  “If Master is so bloodthirsty, he’ll
slaughter crying children. I must harden my heart.”


  Alysia wasn’t helping either!


  “Whether I believed him or not,
that’s what he said.”


  “Why wouldn’t he say that? A big,
scary person breaks into our dungeon and starts breaking stuff. It’s
just bravado!” the witch declared.


  “Bravado! He tried to kill me!”


  “He’s just a child!”


  “He’s a dungeon master. This
dungeon is fifty years old!”


  “Hmph! A dungeon master is what a
dungeon master is… you cannot change that,” the woman sniffed.
“Our dungeon master is a child. No matter how much time passes,
he’d still be a child.”


  My mouth opened and then closed a few
times. I didn’t know how to argue with such logic. The kid sets up
death traps, approaches me all arrogantly, traps me in a boss room,
sicks his minions on me, then dares to act like it was all my fault.


  His crying finally diminished to
sniffles. I took a breath to calm myself and tried a new method. I
put a gentle smile on my face and kneeled to his level while keeping
enough distance between us I wouldn’t appear threatening or be in
danger.


  “Look… little boy,” I said
through my teeth as I smiled. “I’m sorry I came into your
dungeon. However, I’m missing someone very close to me. That fox
girl that came in here was my friend. I won’t point fingers at who
is at fault here, but if you could just tell your big brother here
what happened to her, I will be on my way.”


  “B-big brother?” He finally looked
up from the witch’s arms.


  An idea struck me, so I decided to go
with it. “Exactly, your big brother. You said you lost your family.
Well, I’m a nearby dungeon master and my dungeon is stronger, so
I’m like your big brother in a way, right?”


  The boy pondered my words for a bit. I
had gotten through. It would make everything a lot easier for me. He
took a step forward, looking innocent.


  “Big brother is a poopoo head!”


  “Pfft!”


  I shot a look at Celeste, who made a
noise before turning away. Her shoulders were shaking. Meanwhile, I
clenched my fists in irritation. I was the bad guy then? Fine! I’d
be the bad guy!


  “Look, kid, either you tell me what
happened or—”


  “You’ll kill me?” he responded
hatefully, the witch stepping in front of him defensively.


  I pulled out a glowing orb in my hand.
“Or I’ll take your dungeon lore!”


  When I opened up the floor from the
previous level, it was also the ceiling of the boss’ room, the
place where the lore always descends from. As I jumped down, I saw
it, so I grabbed it just in case. The boy’s face turned white, and
he fell to his knees. His appearance was more satisfying than I cared
to admit.


  {You have tamed the Dungeon Master
Mathew. You have Conquered Matty’s Maze of Mysteries!}


  “S-seriously?”
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oes that mean you will tell me what
happened to her?” I asked.



  When you entered a dungeon, it usually
offered you two choices. You could complete the lore by destroying
it. Completing the lore turned it into a blessing which you could
then absorb. Essentially, the power of the dungeon was turned into a
blessing, which then became an extension of your soul, like adding a
peripheral to a computer. At least, that’s the best I could explain
it.


  Destroying the lore was the same as
eliminating the source of power. The dungeon could no longer turn
mana into miasma, and it would release the miasma and freely
disperse. Cut off from miasma, the dungeon would wither and collapse
and the monsters would die, although it was possible some survived
and became surface-level monsters.


  However, there was a third option that
didn’t seem to be mentioned, and that was conquering a dungeon.
Technically, it didn’t resolve the cursed lore, but it passed it
into a new party. They became the new dungeon master and could
manipulate the lore to their will. Dungeon masters and their dungeons
had a strange relationship.


  Despite often being closely linked,
they weren’t the same. A dungeon was a bit like an animal. While it
had a will, it could be guided, influenced, or manipulated depending
on who was in charge. Meanwhile, a dungeon master was tasked with
repairing the dungeon, but they didn’t necessarily have complete
control of the dungeon.


  How my dungeon differed in the past was
that I was the builder, and I assigned others as the master. The
dungeons I created linked to my soul. Thus, I was my own dungeon, and
could control it or allow it to be controlled. That was no longer the
case. My dungeon was no longer bound to me. Instead, I was the
dungeon’s master. The dungeon contained a lot of lore, but nothing
that was inherently cursed or unfulfilled. Until it finished
evolving, I didn’t know what that would mean for the future of my
dungeon.


  In the meantime, however, I seemed to
have inherited another dungeon and, after taming the dungeon master,
I indirectly had control of Matty’s dungeon. Yet, I didn’t
understand it. I indeed threatened Matty with thoughts of destroying
the core, but he seemed to give up rather quickly. Was he that
terrified of the lore being destroyed? Most dungeon masters wouldn’t
be dungeon masters if they didn’t inherently want to protect their
dungeons, but it wasn’t so clean cut as their lives being tied to
the dungeon. I’ve personally managed to cut the lives of various
people from their dungeons, and with Alysia, it’d probably be
pretty easy to do on someone willing.


  “I will never do what you tell me!”
Matty responded defiantly, with tears in his eyes.


  “Won’t you though?”


  The woman in the witch outfit sighed.
“It seems like Master has recognized you as his big brother.”


  “N-Not true!” Matty cried.


  “I don’t care,” I responded,
slightly irritated. “Can someone just tell me where my woman is?”


  “Fine! I’ll show you, but I’ll
never see you as my big brother!”


  I didn’t want him to.
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fter some back and forth that left me
with a headache, I was brought up to the ninth floor. The holes I
broke through to get quickly through the dungeon were already
repairing themselves. The one above my head was already half-closed
and if I looked up, the top ones already sealed, meaning I couldn’t
quickly get out of the dungeon. Since I hadn’t bothered to register
at any of the safe room transportation arrays, I realized my mistake.
I’d need to repent and make sure in the future I didn’t lock
myself in a similar one-way trap.



  While I had the leverage to break
through a floor or a door with a solid strike, it was quite different
breaking through a ceiling. I wasn’t confident I’d be able to do
it. Either way, it would have been inconvenient if I ended up getting
stuck for whatever reason and needed to return to the surface.


  Matty and his big-breasted attendant
stopped where on the ninth floor. He closed his eyes and waved his
hands. I noticed the lore in my hands flashing brighter for a bit. It
seemed that, even in my hands, he was still able to make some use of
the lore. The fluttering light stopped, and after a minute or so
passed of Matty standing there with his eyes closed, I was about to
demand to know what was going on. That’s when a familiar person
walked into the room from the floor above.


  “It’s Miki!” Celeste cried
excitedly.


  It was none other than Miki. However,
there was something off about her. She was see-through! She also had
a blue tinge to her, and seemed slightly off. Some of her features
weren’t exactly what I remembered. Her face looked like someone who
only saw her once trying to draw her face from memory rather than
someone who knew her intimately like me.


  She walked into the room, looking
around cautiously. She didn’t look at us at all. It was like we
weren’t even there. She saw the puzzle and slowly approached it.
Her fluffy fox tail wagged slightly as she examined it thoughtfully.


  “It’s… a memory?” I asked.


  The witch-woman nodded. “This is a
dungeon, after all. Everything that happens in a dungeon is recorded
in that dungeon. This is one of the reasons dungeons become more
powerful the longer they live. They do not simply collect mana and
souls… they also collect knowledge. If you ever use a skill in a
dungeon, that dungeon will subsequently learn how to use the skill.
Weapons? Items? It can only create what it has seen.”


  The witch spoke about a fundamental
truth with dungeons. Perhaps she opened up given the current
conquered status. Perhaps they already assumed I knew. In a way, I
already had. It was like when I had to fight my doppelgänger as a
boss. It was a perfect copy of me, but whenever I used a skill I
hadn’t seen, it wasn’t prepared. As soon as I used the skill
though, it could use the skill too.


  That wasn’t just a part of that
fight, but all dungeons entirely. The combat proficiency of any
monster made by the dungeon could only be as smart as the combat it
had seen within its walls. That’s why larger dungeons were so
difficult to deal with. The monsters weren’t just more powerful,
but they had a richer lore to pull from, making them far cleverer.
That’s how you went from bugs and skeletons to fully functional
knights.


  “What are we waiting for?”


  “Shhh…” Matty shushed me.


  I opened my mouth to say more, but Miki
spoke, her voice coming out crisp.


  “I could feel you when you entered
the dungeon. What do you want?” She looked at me.


  I jumped at her suddenly addressing me.
Had I been mistaken? No, she was looking past me. I turned to see the
door leading to the final safe room pushed open as three people
stepped out. They teleported down to it to cut her off. I was seeing
something that happened sometime in the past. It was what I came for.
What happened to Miki?
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 immediately had an uneasy feeling about
the three men, and Miki appeared guarded, too. She reached behind her
belt to grab the hilt of her knife, and she looked prepared to run.
It’d be difficult to escape if they already had access to all the
safe rooms. They could cut her off if she tried to run. Her only
chance would be to get past them and trigger the final boss. Given
how small the dungeon was, though, it wouldn’t take long for them
to reach the fifth-floor safe room, then teleport into the boss’
room. She would have to defeat the boy named Mathew before then, and
his presence strongly suggested that wasn’t what happened.



  “Are you Miki of Chalm? The
nine-tailed fox?” the man in front asked in a heavy voice.


  “Who are you?” she asked, tilting
her head suspiciously.


  The three men slowly lifted back their
hoods. One of the men had long bunny ears. Another had wolf ears. The
final had cat ears, although they were striped like Lydia’s ears.
He was probably a normal catgirl, versus Lydia’s rare tigerkin
variant blood. I didn’t know everyone in Chalm by sight, but I had
a feeling they weren’t from Chalm.


  “Who are they?” Celeste asked.


  “Dioshin. They come from the country
of the animalkin.”


  “What are they doing out here?”
Alysia asked.


  “It’s not that surprising. We’re
far closer to the Dioshin border than our own. The dungeon is on the
west side of the wilderness, after all.”


  Although Aberis permitted me to claim
the wilderness, I hadn’t completed that yet. I only just started
using the strength of the Osterians to start finally beating back the
wild. The dungeon was one of the farthest from where they were
working. Until we could put settlements out there, they had as much
right to the land as we did. In short, it was no man’s territory.


  What confused me was why they would be
looking for Miki, and how could they know she was in the dungeon? The
Dioshin were a superstitious lot, and they believed nine-tail foxes
were evil. A foxkin technically only had one tail, but when they
reached maturity, they had a chance to sprout spiritual tails,
turning them into spirit foxkin. The more spirit tails they had, the
more spiritual energy they could channel. If the number of tails was
too high, however, they would have too much spiritual energy. They
could become sickly and even die.


  The population also hated and feared
spirit foxes because their spiritual energy attracted ghosts and
other malevolent monsters. As their tails grew, they fell lower in
society, and when they exceeded six, one real tail and five spiritual
tails, even their health couldn’t be maintained. Miki having nine
and surviving was already a miracle. Of course, the problem with a
spirit fox was never how many tails they had, but their ability to
control them. Upon unlocking the job spiritualist and leveling it,
Miki could overcome her weakness by gaining control over her
spiritual energy.


  So, why would those men, who feared and
hated animalkin like Miki appear, before her?


  “We come from Dioshin,” the man
confirmed, causing her eyes to narrow. But what he said next stopped
her in her tracks. “We went to great lengths to find you. You see,
the town where you grew up is in trouble.”


  “Trouble? What trouble?”


  “A spiritual disease,” he
explained. “I’m sorry to tell you, but they are dying, and the
only way they can be saved is with you!”
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o, that’s where she went.” The
answer I had gone to such an effort to acquire, even conquering a
dungeon to obtain, was that simple. “Miki is in Dioshin.”



  “Ah, will Master be leaving?” the
witch-woman asked, suddenly grabbing my arm and pressing her chest
against it.


  “M-Master?” My eyes widened.


  “Eh? Who are you calling, Master? I’m
still the master of this dungeon!” Matty cried out.


  “Isn’t the master of my master also
my master?” she asked coyly, while stroking my chest. “I thought
we’d have time to get acquainted with Master.”


  “You pervert bastard! Stop touching
my witch! You can’t have her.” Matty started trying to get
between the witch and my arm, pushing her off.


  “I’m not trying,” I responded
helplessly.


  “That only makes it worse!”


  The witch’s change of behavior from
defensively protecting her charge to laughing mischievously while
clinging to me was too fast. I stopped attacking the dungeon, and I
conquered it, whatever that meant. But wasn’t her loyalty far too
cheap? At least I hadn’t named her yet. If I didn’t name her, I
didn’t have to take her home. That’s how it worked! I
deliberately didn’t think about how happy Selena was to get her
name.


  While I tried to get the witch off me
and console Matty through a tantrum, Celeste seemed
uncharacteristically focused on the party. There wasn’t much being
discussed. Miki quickly abandoned her quest down the dungeon. Seeing
as the dungeon was barely undead as it was, and only looked like one
to try to trick people into staying away, Miki wasn’t motivated to
continue and was easily swayed. I worried about how we could talk our
way into Dioshin, but at least I knew where she was.


  “Ahhhh!” Miki was walking to the
exit when she suddenly froze, collapsed to the ground, and let out a
scream.


  The witch, Matty, and I all stopped
fighting to look in that direction. The incorporeal animalkin were
also quite shocked.


  “He-he’s… dead…” she
whispered, her eyes staring at nothing.


  I lowered my head as I watched. That
must have been the moment our bond severed. Even death didn’t
instantly sever a bond. As the soul slowly dissolved away, the bonds
would gradually weaken with time until they snapped. Based on how the
slavers set up the bond, it meant that over a month the slave would
either become increasingly ill until they died, compelled to find
their new master, or in the case of how I set up my bonds, they would
be freed.


  The sudden destruction of the bond was
something that only being in a place like the Illusory Soul Realm
could do, but to Miki and the others, they couldn’t be blamed for
thinking it meant a more likely event. The destruction of my soul.


  “He’s not though…” Celeste
whispered tearfully.


  She returned to her normal size and
watched the developing memory with great interest.


  “Are you okay?” one of the
animalkin asked, offering her a hand.


  “Y-yes…” She stood shakily, but I
knew she was suppressing the pain as she took a deep breath.


  That was the first time I watched the
event of the bond cutting from their point of view. Miki held back
her tears as she tried to keep from falling apart.


  “You don’t need to worry,” the
animalkin tried to reassure her. “You’ll be with family soon.”


  In a way, that was probably for the
best. After such an emotional blow, going to save her family would be
good for her. With luck, she was still with them. Using her ability
to save her family from their illness, I could see them accepting her
just like Chalm. At least she wasn’t alone. That’s what I thought
as I watched the memory fade as they entered the safe room to
teleport out of the dungeon.


  Then Celeste spoke up. “Everything
those men told her was a lie!”
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eleste!” I coughed in surprise at her
sudden words. “What are you saying?”



  “Master can’t hear it?” Celeste
asked in surprise.


  “Hear what?”


  “The voices of the men. They were
clearly lying. When someone lies, their voice is always different.”


  I nearly forgotten Celeste was a wind
fairy. She had a perfect pitch and was extremely sensitive to
vibrations. As it turned out, that included voices. She could tell
when someone was lying just by the tones in their voice.


  “What do you mean, they were lying?”
I asked.


  “Most of what they said wasn’t the
truth. They were keeping things from Miki. As for her family being
sick, it was completely made up.”


  Her words caused my heart to tighten.
It seemed odd that the men suddenly showed up. They went to the
bottom level of the dungeon to seek her out, just to help her family?
They were common foxkin, an animal type that already had a terrible
stigma because of their spirit tails. Why would they go to that much
effort to find her? Plus, why they even need her? Surely, there would
be other foxkin with fewer tails that could resolve the problems.


  Those men had an interest in Miki in
particular. That also meant they must have known about Miki’s
situation. They knew she was a nine-tailed fox who gained control of
it. That left the extremely worrying question of why they wanted her.
To make matters worse, our bond severed at the worst time. Rather
than Miki being alert and wary, she’d be distracted and emotionally
vulnerable. I realized my fist tightened to the point of my nails
digging into my palm. Those men had taken advantage of an emotionally
vulnerable woman. That alone was enough to earn my ire.


  “We need to go to Dioshin,” I
declared through clenched teeth.


  Celeste nodded. “Miki might be in
trouble.”


  I furrowed my brow as I thought about
what needed to happen next. That was when a sudden thought came to
me. 



  I turned to Celeste, my expression
turning slightly uneasy. “Um, Celeste…”


  “Yes, Master?”


  “About that lying thing… how long
have you been able to distinguish people’s lies, would you say?”


  “Hmm? I don’t know… I realized it
once I became a sylph. It took me a while to figure out what those
differences were. Back when I was in Karr’s Dungeon and lived as a
mindless drone of my mother wandering the halls of the manor
aimlessly, I never learned very much about life. It took traveling
with Master for me to gain some perspective.” Celeste explained.


  “I see… so, um… hey, listen…
about any lies I might have said…”


  Celeste glanced over at me and smirked.
“Master, you wouldn’t be worried you might have said something
I’d hold against you, would you?”


  “N-No! That’s not it at all! I
wouldn’t have any such doubts!”


  “I understand.” She nodded, and
just as I let out a breath, she turned away. “Liar.”


  “Geh! Celeste, I’m sorry! I didn’t
mean it! I was confused!”


  I apologized for things I couldn’t
remember and might not have even done. How could someone remember
every fib they told? Celeste giggled, shrinking back to her smaller
form before flying back onto my shoulder and kissing my cheek.


  “Master, all your slaves can tell
when you’re lying. You’re not good at it. However, we can feel
the intent behind your words, and that is what matters.”


  I didn’t know how to respond. I
thought I had grown quite good at tricking people. The job Mimic was
a lie.
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t’s not like I want you to stay or
anything, but will you be coming back?” Matty asked as we reached
the exit to his dungeon.



  Although he was acting like a pouty
child, he seemed slightly anxious. As for the witch companion, she
stood behind him, her chest resting on his head as she looked
innocently at me. I suppose I could understand their sentiment. I
charged through their dungeon, took the dungeon lore, forced them to
submit, and I was suddenly taking off. They were probably anxious
about their future existence. It was weird thinking of monsters as
having feelings, but after all of those close to me who came from
dungeons, I realized I needed to change how I thought about dungeons.


  “Oh, yeah, I probably shouldn’t
take this.” I pulled the dungeon lore I had been keeping in my
pocket out.


  “You were going to take it out of the
dungeon!” he cried out. “You were going to kill us all!”


  A dungeon couldn’t live without a
connection to the core. My dungeon seemed to exist without a true
core, but it was using my soul as a conduit or something. I wasn’t
exactly planning on attaching my soul to Matty’s dungeon, so the
lore would have to stay behind. I tossed it to Matty, and he panicked
as he desperately caught it.


  “Y-you bastard!” he cried as he
snatched the lore and soothed it like I hurt it somehow.


  “You mentioned something earlier
about a dungeon master council. What is going on with that?” I
asked, distracting him.


  Matty stiffened for a moment, then let
out a sigh. “I suppose I’ve already said too much. The Council of
Dungeon Masters was set up by the Primordial Labyrinth. It’s
intended for any master who created a Karmic Soul.”


  “Does that mean the Demon King is
part of this council?”


  Matty shook his head. “Only dungeons
that have proven they can survive and won’t upset the balance of
this world can join. The Demon King’s aggressive takeover rendered
him banned. The same could be said of that dungeon to the north.”


  I blinked. So, they did know about
Aberis and the Widow’s Dungeon.


  “What about me? Am I banned?”


  Matty looked at me for a second, then
shrugged. “They issued a warning about your emergence, but the
basic truth is you’re too new to be banned. Most dungeons have a
few wild years before they stabilize and form a Karmic companion and
master. Well, not every dungeon forms a companion. Instead, they get
taken over by a powerful creature. Those dungeons are quite pitiable,
as the dungeon master’s desires wouldn’t align with the dungeon.”


  It made sense. There were dungeons like
Mira’s Dungeon or the Widow’s Dungeon where the dungeon formed a
master who slowly became more sentient until they had a soul of their
own. However, there were also dungeons like The Bandit’s Respite
that was invaded by a powerful miasma user who conquered it and
became the new master. Calypso repurposed her dungeon to go against
its original goal, although it resisted in its own way.


  “Do you know when such a thing would
be decided?” I asked.


  “The Dungeon Master Assembly,”
Matty responded. “Once a year, all the dungeon masters have a large
gathering where important decisions are made. That’s also when new
dungeon masters who seek them out can become members.”


  “And might I ask, when is this next
meeting?”


  “Three months,” Matty answered, and
then cried out in alarm. “You’re not thinking of going, are you?”


  I licked my lips. “You never know. A
lot can happen in three months.”
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s we left Matty’s dungeon, I
instinctively looked to the west. Celeste grabbed my arm, stroking it
soothingly.



  “Miki is in that direction,” I
said, stating a fact we both knew.


  I still didn’t know exactly where she
was, but she was somewhere in Dioshin. Unfortunately, Dioshin was
generally hostile toward Aberis. That stemmed from Aberis’s
tendency to enslave the citizens of Dioshin. After the war against
Demon Lord Aberis, the country grew to favor human supremacy. It
seemed like Prince Edward was working toward undoing a lot of that,
but after twenty years, the damage was already done.


  “It’s okay, Master. I’m worried
about Miki as well.” Celeste told me. “What’s the plan?”


  “The men mentioned Miki’s family.
It might have nothing to do with them, but it might be something
involving them. Either way, as I understand it, the foxkin are close
to the border, so they would be a good first stop. At the moment, I’m
not able to portal into Dioshin, and even if I could, I don’t know
where her family is.”


  Anyone could draw a map, but those with
the Calligrapher job, which I had, made the maps of the world. A
calligrapher infused the map with magic, giving it an imprint of the
mana from the location being drawn. That was sufficient when I looked
at such a map. My Map skill would update with the details from the
map. Just because I could see it on a map didn’t mean I could
target it with a portal. Perhaps there were high-level maps created
with enough detail that such a thing was possible, but in general, a
location needed to be within range of my mana sense, which was
usually about as far as I could see.


  I could find a drawing of the basic
layout of Dioshin, but they weren’t sufficient to give me more than
a basic understanding of the country. There was no foxkin village or
something obvious like that, so I couldn’t guess where they were.
Heading over there without preparation would be asking for trouble.


  Sure, if Celeste flew me into the sky,
I could probably get a distant view and make several kilometer-long
portal jumps, like I did while dealing with the bandits in southwest
Aberis. I might even be able to get past their border that way. But
if I wasn’t careful, they’d see Celeste lifting me and suspect
something.


  “What do we do then?” Celeste
asked.


  Celeste was once impulsive and
childish. Since her evolution, she had grown much more even-tempered.
I missed her youthful naivete, but as the only party member I
recovered thus far, her steady and reliable nature helped keep me
calm. I lost everyone, and saying I was going to get them back didn’t
mean I wasn’t worried about them. I reached up and stroked her head
with my finger where she was perched on my shoulder.


  “It’s not a problem.”


  “M-master…” She grew flustered as
I rubbed her, her incandescent wings fluttering.


  “We know someone who knows about
Dioshin,” I explained. “We need to talk with him.”


  It had been a while. It was time I
spoke with Figuro again.
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 stepped through a portal into an empty
mansion. If Faeyna saw such a place, she would be upset. I had left
her to care for the Chalm mansion. After the city fell to the Maid’s
Lament, the mansion fell into disrepair, so it would take some time
for her to bring it back. Thus, I left her there. However, the Chalm
mansion wasn’t the only one that had been abandoned. There was also
the Capital City mansion which had been left to gather dust for two
months.



  Faeyna was supposed to hire maids to
help her handle the two properties, but no one who applied ever met
her standards. Then again, how did one meet the standards of the Maid
Hero? It seemed impossible. So, she was doing everything by herself.
Two properties were already far too much for her to handle. What
would happen when the castle was finished? Also, there was likely a
time she’d want to go training too, giving her even less time to
manage the homes.


  At some point, she’d have to let
someone else take over at least one of the properties. Perhaps, she
could get an apprentice she could teach from a young age? Such a
thing was a possibility. In the meantime, one of the properties was
always going to be neglected. At least Prince Edward hadn’t given
the property away after I was presumed dead. That would have been
irritating.


  The pair of us walked out of the
mansion. My target was the Slaver’s Guild. However, I barely took a
step out of the gate when I heard a familiar voice.


  “So, you are alive after all. I heard
as much.”


  I turned to see a young boy standing
there with his arms crossed. Behind him was a familiar-looking maid.
They had pointed ears and a childlike appearance. They were allegedly
closely related to elves, although since I knew more about the world,
I’d say they looked like a cross between dwarves and elves. They
possessed the pale skin and pointy ears of an elf but the short and
child-like features of a dwarf.


  “Pait. It’s been a while. Have you
gotten shorter?”


  “Pfft…” Dav covered her mouth as
she spat, causing Pait to shoot her a glare before turning back to
me.


  “Aren’t you just compensating for
something?” he shot back. “I know you have a lot of women, but
when you said you’d be enough man for all of them, I don’t think
they meant by the pound.”


  There was a shaking on my shoulder, but
when I glanced at Celeste, she was distinctly not looking in my
direction. I smiled darkly and glared back at Pait.


  “I’d teach you a lesson, but I
don’t bully children.”


  “You know, I feel a bit bad for you
up there. You’re probably not getting very much air.”


  The pair of us stared daggers at each
other, then both our heads tilted back with laughter. I held out my
hand, and he clasped it.


  “It’s been too long.”


  “You never stop by.”


  “Boys are weird,” Dav sighed.


  “Mm! Mm!” Celeste nodded.
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o, it’s Dioshin you’re heading
toward.” Pait stroked the mug.



  Since I had run into him, I didn’t
want to just take off. At the very least, I explained my predicament.
After all, Pait was from Esmore, a different country, to the south.
They border Dioshin as well, and unlike Aberis, they were on talking
terms with the country. At the very least, he may have some
information about the country. I intended to talk to Figuro, but Pait
was a good person to speak to too. I was glad I ran into him by
chance.


  The pair of us had gone to a local bar.
The drinks were expensive, but the place was quiet and clean. It was
easy to get a place where you could discuss things in quiet. It was a
common location where trade deals and political treaties were
discussed. We each had a glass of wine while we spoke. I had gotten
Celeste a glass as well, and she now sat on the rim, occasionally
leaning in to sip. She let out a burp, her face completely red.


  “I have a Slave Guild friend. He’s
the one who originally bought her. I never really understood how that
worked. From my understanding, the Dioshin hate slavers, so why do
they work with a human? How is the Slaver’s Guild even able to get
into Dioshin?”


  Pait raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you
haven’t heard?”


  “Heard what?”


  “The Slaver’s Guild started in
Dioshin.”


  “What? Really?” I couldn’t help
but be surprised.


  “As a people, the Dioshin always
broke into warring tribes. Their entire culture is based on the idea
of dominance and submissiveness. Certain tribes are in power, while
others are the workhorses. The power dynamics in Dioshin are awful.”


  “I didn’t know… I always thought
they were pretty united, given their resistance toward Aberis.”


  “Oh, it’s true… their fear of
outsiders keeps them all together, but the country of Dioshin is
extremely segregated. Kin remains with kin, and cross-animalkin
breeding is taboo. This is why you don’t see half-dogkin,
half-catkin, or something like that. Other than variant animalkin,
their lines are completely pure.”


  My only experience with animalkin had
been Chalm. I assumed Dioshin was a diverse place where animalkin of
all kinds worked together, much like my city. It had been their
distaste for slavery that bound the citizens of Chalm. In theory,
once they were free, they could have gone back to Dioshin. I never
asked too directly about such things, as some wounds were difficult
to dig up, but it seemed like there was a reason they chose the
wilderness. I understood a bit more about my people now.


  “So, they favor slavers in Dioshin?”


  “Among the people, no. Among the
elites? Of course.” Pait shrugged. “It’s politics, boy. The
elites line their pockets with gold and have a means of eliminating
undesirables and rivals. Then they create an enemy out of Aberis to
spread fear and control the population. They exploit their citizens
for their own gain.”


  I nodded. I wanted to condemn them, but
even on Earth, I couldn’t say things were any better. Those with
power would always use that power to their advantage. It seemed like
the slavery in the world was a complex subject. Pait observed me as
he took a sip from his glass. Finally, he slammed it down.


  “Alright, you’ve convinced me.”


  “Huh? What’s that?” I was caught
off guard by the conviction in Pait’s voice.


  “I will help you get into Dioshin.”
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ou can do that?” I asked. “You can
really help?”



  Pait nodded. “It’s lucky you ran
into us today. We were just on our way to the Traveling Guild when I
saw you. We’re heading back to Esmore today.”


  “You’re leaving the capital?”


  “Hey, even diplomatic ambassadors
need some time to themselves!” Pait growled. “You should be lucky
I’m willing to take you with me and use an invite to get into
Dioshin.”


  “You’d really do all of that for
me?” I asked.


  “Don’t act so surprised. It isn’t
like it won’t have advantages for us. I do keep informed. I’m
well aware of what happened to the Ost Republic. Their Osterian
support collapsed after their king died. Aberis and the Ost Republic
are in the middle of a peace treaty now. This is only going to cause
Aberis to grow much stronger. Never mind, whatever you’re doing in
the west. Esmore has always been a neutral country, but if Aberis
grows stronger and you settle the wilderness, this is going to create
tensions with Dioshin.”


  “I suppose that’s true…”


  “So, you can just call this a
preemptive intervention. I have a feeling that if you can get into
the country, you might be able to smooth things out with Dioshin, so
Aberis doesn’t enter any future battles with them. At the very
least, your city made up of animalkin will help them see humans as
less of a threat.”


  Spoken like a true diplomat, Pait was
helping me while also helping himself and his country. I tended to
not focus on the political stuff that much when I made my decisions,
but I guessed there were long-term ramifications for everything
happening. I could only hope my advisors, Elaya, the mayor, and
others considered those things. However, it’d be a good idea if I
was more mindful of that in the future.


  “I understand. Then I will take you
up on the offer.”


  He looked up at me and then winced.
“Also, there is a second reason I’m doing this. You’d be
helping the Esmore out by entering the country.”


  “How so?”


  “Aggghh… I shouldn’t be telling
you this, but since I’m already recruiting you, I’ll just speak
the truth.” Pait rubbed his hand through his hair. “Lately,
Dioshin has been acting suspicious. We think they’re up to
something. They’ve been turning away convoys, merchants, and
travelers. News is extremely scarce. We have a Traveling Guild that
connects to one of theirs, and that has been shut down until further
notice.”


  “If they aren’t letting people in…”


  “Well, they’ll let a diplomat in. I
did a favor for the beast king and he gave me an open invite.
Refusing me would be the same as saying the beast king’s word
accounts for nothing. This is why I was recalled. My government wants
me to enter the country and investigate. I need to determine if
whatever is going on is a threat to Esmore. That invite can include
two servants. One of them will be Dav, the other can be you.”


  “What about Celeste? She is a fairy,
so…”


  “She counts!” he coughed. “I
mean… you’re the only one I can take. I’m already stretching
things by bringing you, so please don’t push me into a difficult
situation.”


  I nodded. If she masqueraded as a house
fairy, they might not treat her as a whole person, but that was being
deceptive. Pait was doing enough by giving me a means of getting in.
I needed to take the opportunity.
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ust because I secured a path into
Dioshin didn’t mean I concluded all of my business. I still needed
to know as much as I could. Pait would be a great deal of help, but I
was still determined to speak to Figuro and learn a little more. It
was also probably best if I didn’t put all of my hopes on Pait,
just in case. Thus, I split off from Pait, agreeing to meet him at
the Traveling Guild later. Then, Celeste and I headed to the Slaver’s
Guild to speak to Figuro.



  “He’s gone.”


  “Gone?”


  The receptionist nodded. “Figuro is
on an expedition right now. He’s trying to find a path to enter
Shie Gescar.”


  “Shie Gescar? Isn’t that area kind
of mysterious?”


  Shie Gescar was a large country that
took up nearly one-third of the continent, but no one in the five
countries seemed to know very much about it. Impassable mountains and
rivers blocked the entire country off. Plus, the place was quiet and
never did much. They bordered half the demon lands with the Imperial
Cloud Meadow, so they had to be able to keep back the threat, but
they were still a complete mystery. Allegedly, Terra’s parents came
from that place, but that was all I knew about it.


  “Figuro does this every couple of
years. He tries to find a safe passage into Shie Gescar.”


  “A safe passage? Does that imply
there are unsafe passages?”


  “Several… but the results are that
few ever come back.” He shrugged. “Those that make it back
half-dead don’t seem to remember anything about the other side.”


  That last comment was new. I heard the
trip was seemingly one way. However, I didn’t hear about some
making it back. It only added to the place’s mystery. It looked
like even Figuro had dreams and ambitions, although I couldn’t get
myself excited about a slave trader breaking ground in a new
location. In my opinion, it probably wasn’t a matter of the
journey, but the destination. Whoever lived in Shie Gescar didn’t
like trespassers. I wished the best for Figuro. He made it back
before though, so he’d probably be fine.


  However, those thoughts didn’t help
me in my current situation. “I needed some information on Dioshin.”


  “Ah… we’re not an information
guild. We have to protect our clients.” The receptionist shrugged.


  “But… I need to know about one of
my slaves,” I sighed helplessly.


  “A slaver? Ah… so you are a client
then.” The tone of the receptionist’s voice restored a bit of my
hope.


  “Do you know about Miki?”


  “Ah… I can look up information
about slaves you’ve purchased. We keep thorough records of all
previous sales. If you own someone, you have a right to their
personal history. Is there something I can look up for you?” As he
spoke, he also held out a hand.


  I didn’t even care about it costing
quite a few gold. At that point, I didn’t worry about money all
that much. I paid the cost immediately and asked him what I wanted to
know. He wouldn’t give me personal information about Dioshin, which
violated some international noninvolvement treaty. I heard about a
similar thing in adventuring guilds. Since they transcended borders,
they wouldn’t provide aid or information that would benefit one
nation over another. However, they were happy to give me the location
of Miki’s hometown as well as mark it on a map.


  Although I wasn’t able to speak to
Figuro, I found a path into Dioshin and a place to start. I knew the
trip wouldn’t be easy. I lived in Aberis for so long and still only
saw half of it. Dioshin was every bit as large as Aberis, and I had
to find a single foxkin girl amongst a sea of animalkin. Furthermore,
she could be in trouble. I had to get moving.
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 ended up sending Celeste back to Chalm.
Her task was to assist everyone else and wait for any rumors
regarding the other girls. Raissa, Lydia, Garnet, and Terra were
still missing. Shao was the only other girl whose location I knew. I
would probably fetch her next, but I waited so long because I wasn’t
able to cast the spell to get to her.



  The dimensional portal had a week-long
cooldown. I used the spell to send Shao away right before I went to
the Ost Republic. Since then, only a week passed for me. It might
have been two months for everyone else, but my skills didn’t
refresh based on everyone else. I took a couple of days to get
through the Illusory Sword Dungeon and a couple of days to get
through Maid’s Lament. That’s to say I only recently regained my
ability to cast the spell, and if I cast it again, that would be
another week I was stuck on Earth before I could return.


  Thus, when I entered the traveling
guild, I was alone. Dav and Pait were already there waiting for me,
as was a blue mage. I didn’t know if they were the same blue mage
that sent me to the Ost Republic sometime before. Most of them seemed
to be old men in robes with beards. Siti was a single notable
exception to the rule. It was no wonder she caught the interest of
the country’s grandmaster.


  “Are you ready? You’re not going in
that, are you?” Pait eyed my armor up and down.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “I had permission to bring a servant,
not a warrior.”


  “Is it that uncommon?” I asked.
“Wouldn’t a diplomat visiting a foreign country need some kind of
protection? I’d think it’d be common that one of their servants
double as a bodyguard, don’t you think? Ah… I can also do this.”


  I lifted my hand, and a moment later my
features changed slightly. It was a slight change, but I looked like
an Osterian. I was already tall enough, so it only involved darkening
my skin a bit and changing my facial features slightly. I figured
that given the country’s tensions with humans, it might be
preferable if I was Osterian. At least, that’s what I thought.


  Dav and Pait both let out words of
surprise as my face changed. Even the blue mage seemed surprised by
such a spell.


  “You are full of surprises,” Pait
declared, eyeing me up and down. “I guess you’re right. Bringing
an Osterian bodyguard as a servant wouldn’t be suspicious at all.
In this case, we’ll leave it.”


  I nodded. I wasn’t going to run his
bathwater or anything, so it was best I established my disguise early
on.


  “In that case, our first
teleportation will take us to a town on the border of Esmore,” he
explained for my sake while paying the blue mage the fee.


  I nodded again and the group of us
entered the blue mage’s teleportation circle. It was only a few
moments later when the light appeared and we left Aberis.
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o, this is Esmore,” I said, my words
escaping as visible wisps of breath. “It’s colder than I
thought.”



  “That’s because we’re in the
western mountain range. As one might expect, the dwarves live in the
mountains, and the esmere live in the plains at the center. Well, we
don’t interact much with the dwarves. They are very reclusive. A
few dwarves visit the valley and a few esmere ascend to the
mountains, mostly merchants. The dwarves depend on our farming to
eat, and we depend on their mining and craftsmanship. They’re the
best blacksmiths in the five countries.” As Pait spoke, there
seemed to be a sense of pride in his words.


  “It’s beautiful,” Alysia spoke
up.


  We were in a small village, seemingly
on the side of a mountain. The air was thinner, and there was a thick
layer of snow on the ground. I would have had trouble without
acclimating had I been the boy I once was. The levels and alterations
to my body made it so I wasn’t overwhelmed by such a place anymore.


  There were many dwarves and a few
esmere running around. Ruby once told me the two species didn’t get
along, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The dwarves looked
like the traditional dwarves one would expect. They were short with
thick beards that ran down their chests. They dressed in heavy furs
to keep warm as they ran around doing their jobs. Only the men looked
like traditional dwarves. The women looked like Garnet. They were
taller than the men but were only the size of twelve- or
thirteen-year-old girls. They were small-chested, with brown or black
hair and brown eyes.


  “Come on, let’s get going.”


  “Already?” I raised an eyebrow.


  If it was an expedition, I was thinking
it might take a few days. We only just arrived at the Traveling
Guild, and he was already packing up to go. Traveling through the
mountains had to be dangerous. I could manage, but I worried it might
be too much for Dav. She bundled up in extra furs, clearly not
enjoying the cold.


  “I already hired a guide. It’s not
as bad as you think. This place exists for a very particular reason.”


  “Oh?”


  I didn’t ask him anything more. I
already put everything I felt I’d need inside my inventory before
setting out for Matty’s dungeon, so I was prepared to move. We met
a dwarf, and as soon as I saw him, my eyebrows raised. Unlike the
others I had seen, he had red hair and red eyes, just like Garnet.


  “A deep dwarf?”


  The old dwarf made a noise. “Oh… an
Osterian knows about my species?”


  “Ah… that… I’ve met one
before.”


  I didn’t go into specifics. Call me
selfish, but what if he was the only remaining Deep Dwarf alive? I
didn’t want to have a similar issue to the one with Faeyna, where
she was being pressured to continue her line. There were normal
dwarves. Just because he might be the last redhead, it didn’t make
it worth the hassle to me. Thankfully, the guy didn’t make an issue
of it and only nodded before checking a cart filled with supplies.


  I realized we approached what appeared
to be a mine shaft that everyone was planning to enter it.


  “Excuse me, how long is this journey
going to take?”


  Pait glanced at me. “We’ll reach
Dioshin in two days. You’ll understand in a moment.”


  “That…”


  I thought the journey would take weeks.
As we progressed, I thought about using my portals to speed us along.
However, it seemed like the journey was going to be underground. The
expedition didn’t take long to move forward. Upon stepping into the
mine, I did come to understand.


  {You have entered the dungeon,
Gram’s Passage. Destroy the lore to break the curse, or complete
the lore for extra dungeon points and a blessing!}
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his is a dungeon?”



  Other than Pait, Dav, and the Deep
Dwarf leader, two other wagon hands were present. There was no horse
with us, so the wagon had to be pulled by the wagon hands. There was
also a group of five adventurers, all dwarves, which gave off the
atmosphere of guards. The old dwarf looked back at me, giving a solid
nod.


  “Yes, this dungeon has two exits. One
exit is on this mountain, and the other is within Dioshin.”


  “So, dungeons can be like this as
well.”


  “It’s more than that,” Pait
added. “It doesn’t just provide a straight and easy path. It’s
also shorter. It’d take a week to walk the distance we’ll cover
in only two days.”


  We traveled down a dark cave for only a
few minutes, then entered onto a large wooden platform. The two
helpers moved the wagon into the middle of the platform, and Pait and
Dav found a seat on two benches. Once we were all on board, the dwarf
pulled and lever, and the entire platform lurched. I grabbed onto the
side to keep my balance, causing Pait to laugh at me. As the platform
lowered, the ceiling fell away from us. It was a lever-based
elevator. The dwarves were handy.


  “Is this path safe?” I asked,
looking at the guards, who seemed to be standing around casually.


  “Yes and no…” Pait responded.
“We’ve found if people travel alone and unprotected, the dungeon
will strike and attempt to kill them. They don’t usually bother
with those that have guards. So, guards usually don’t have much to
do.”


  “I see…”


  Dungeons needed to eat, after all.
Picking off easy prey while creating a service that kept a steady
stream of people walking through was just like a dungeon. However, it
had a unique feature that interested me. I knew dungeons manipulated
time, but it was the first dungeon I’d been in that could
manipulate space. I did something similar when I reformed my dungeon
and stretched it into a long path to surprise the Demon Lord Aberis,
but I wasn’t able to manipulate space to stretch it out. I was very
curious about what allowed them to do that. It had to be a Blue Mage
trick. I made a mental note to ask Siti when I returned.


  Then again, if I took the lore,
wouldn’t I learn all its secrets? Of course, that would be the
equivalent of declaring war on the dungeon. I was lucky with Matty’s
dungeon. Matty was a child and easily bullied. Other dungeons might
not react so calmly to a rival dungeon master. I kept my mana hidden,
so I didn’t reveal my true nature. However, I remained vigilant in
case the dungeon attacked us.


  We sank for what seemed like miles
underground. It had an oppressive feel to it. Dav shook and clung to
Pait. He shrugged helplessly.


  “Dwarves may enjoy the underground,
but the esmere do not.”


  “Hmph… scared of a little dark,”
the leader of the adventuring party scoffed, causing Pait to flush
angrily.


  However, before he could say a thing,
the elevator stopped with a thud. We reached the bottom.
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his route has been shut down lately.
The last few groups to travel through had to turn around once they
got there,” the dwarf stated. “This journey might not be so safe.
I wouldn’t be going if I wasn’t asked by the Esmore assembly.”



  “Not safe?” Pait frowned. “Why
would you think that?”


  “Dungeons thrive on mana,” I spoke
up without thinking. “I’m just guessing, but I think whatever
trick they used to alter space means the dungeon can’t absorb very
much mana from the ground. That means it needs to feed off people. If
there are no people…”


  “The dungeon gets hungry,” the old
dwarf finished, giving me a second look and nodding with approval. “A
dungeon diver?”


  “Ah… I dabble.” I laughed as I
scratched my cheek, not wanting to get into it.


  “You don’t need to worry. This is a
class D dungeon. It’s nothing we can’t take,” the adventurer
said.


  “Uh… classes?” I blinked.


  “That’s right, you guys in Ost
Republic don’t classify dungeons,” the man said. “Just like
adventurers, the Adventuring Guild down here classifies dungeons
based on difficulty. A newly formed dungeon is an F, while the
dungeons you call Great Labyrinths are an S class.”


  “The Ost Republic has a similar
system. Although we rate by floor, and the rating is simply which
level adventurer we think would be able to function safely on that
level.” Alysia added. 



  I nodded as he explained the common
sense of this region. It sounded reasonable. I knew dungeons had
levels of strength. In Aberis, we determined the level based on the
dungeon’s size. A new dungeon was ten floors, and they gained
around a floor a year, although this could grow is spurts. The older
a dungeon, the stronger it was, usually. However, the more familiar I
was with dungeons, the more I realized that this rule wasn’t always
followed. It might be the truth with natural uninterrupted growth,
but dungeons were altered in a variety of ways. For example, Matty’s
Dungeon, which should have forty floors, only had twenty.


  Thus, evaluating dungeons and
determining their difficulty made some sense. I understood why Aberis
didn’t do that, though. When people found dungeons, they either
kept and nurtured them or destroyed them. A difficulty level couldn’t
truly tell you how dangerous a dungeon was, and was only necessary if
one decided they were going to destroy the dungeon.


  The Great Labyrinths might be S class,
but countless low-level people entered the dungeons and fought on the
top floors to gain levels and fighting experience. Dungeons were
unpredictable. There were dungeon floods and traps. Sometimes, a
dungeon just wanted to kill you. I could portal out of a dungeon,
which made the danger to me minimal, but for anyone else, even a
level F dungeon could kill a skilled person if they let their guard
down.


  Thus, I didn’t feel that bad that I
didn’t know about the ranking system. It would confuse most people
in Aberis who didn’t see dungeons in such a one-dimensional way. A
rather easy dungeon could be building up mana toward a super powerful
boss, and a rather difficult dungeon could have a rather simple lore
to complete. One saw the same things with nature. Scientists wanted
to classify organisms, but no matter how many criteria existed,
nature always came up with an exception. Dungeons weren’t much
different.


  After exiting the elevator, we began
the two-day journey through the darkness of Gram’s Passage. I
couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking into the maw of a
great beast.
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he path through the dungeon was wide
enough for five men to walk abreast. The cart fit through without any
trouble. We continued through the dark passage, lit only with lights.
I created a few orbs of my own to save on torches, but ultimately the
light spell was still the most useful one I had for seeing in such an
oppressive place. Since I wasn’t in a formation with anyone, they
didn’t get to benefit from my light spell.



  Not every dungeon was pitch black. Some
had their own eternal light sources. They could replicate the
outdoors, complete with a sun, or possess torches and sconces that
remained alight seemingly forever. That was all done with the mana
that ran through every part of the dungeon, including the walls. I
remembered it was a living place and the dungeon could trick us at
any moment.


  There didn’t appear to be any side
passages from where someone could mount a surprise attack from, but
because we were walking down a long corridor didn’t mean there
wouldn’t be openings forming behind or in front of us. The tunnel
wasn’t all there was to the dungeon. According to the dwarves, the
dungeon had been around nearly one hundred years.


  Didn’t that make it closer to a Great
Labyrinth? I suspected it was a lot bigger than it seemed on the
surface. Perhaps I was being too careful. Everyone else was calm.
However, I had seen too many dungeons and suffered too many setbacks
to accept the dungeon on the surface level. I knew some dungeons did
get along with humans. Was the dungeon part of that so-called
council? The more I learned, the less I knew, it seemed.


  “We’re going to stop here.”


  “Huh? Already?”


  “It’s nighttime.” The old dwarf
raised an eyebrow at me.


  I looked back and forth down the dark
and unchanging hallways. Was it? I wouldn’t be able to tell without
creating a portal out and checking. I didn’t want to do that in
front of the group. It was better to keep secrets to yourself. I
wasn’t the one who usually kept time in my party. I didn’t know
how long we had been in the dungeon, but I wasn’t particularly
tired. I realized at that pace, I could probably go a few days.


  “I’m beat!” the adventurer
groaned, pulling off his pack.


  Unlike myself, who had everything in my
inventory, many in our group still had to carry backpacks. Of course,
I wouldn’t reveal that I had inventory. Instead, I pulled a storage
ring from my inventory and used that. At least having a storage ring
was something they could accept. I kept them in my inventory instead
of on my person because I didn’t want another set destroyed. I
cleared out every inventory ring in Aberis and destroyed them in the
last half-year since entering the world. My current ring was lifted
from the king, which had a slow-time enhancement and the one that
held my boat.


  I sighed and helped set up camp. I had
gotten too used to portaling everywhere and being on top of things. I
guess I’d have to rough it for a few days.
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hat’s in the cart?” I asked as I
prepared dinner.



  The men stiffened for a moment, and
their eyes ended up turning to Pait. It turned out it was a question
that required a diplomat. I was only mildly curious. I wouldn’t
have asked if I knew it was going to be a big deal.


  “Sorry, it’s not that important…”
I back peddled, quickly going back to cooking. 



  The group hadn’t asked me to cook,
but I had grown used to doing it, and brought out ingredients as soon
as I made the fire. Once the smells of fresh food reached the group,
none of the men complained. Esmore as a country might have better
cooking than Aberis. At least, that’s what Pait claimed. However,
up on the mountainside, there were limits to the food they could get.
They all looked forward to supper as I cooked meat and vegetables on
a skewer.


  “No, it’s fine. You’ll find out
eventually, so you might as well hear it now,” Pait declared. “The
cart is a gift for the Dioshin. It’s what we’re using to ensure
we’re allowed to enter the country. Since they’ve closed their
borders to us, my superiors were afraid they might still deny us
entry. Thus, we’ve prepared a tribute they can’t refuse.”


  Tribute, bribe, gift… call it what
you will. It seemed like the esmere were determined to get to the
bottom of the problems infecting the Dioshin.


  I licked my lips. “What did they
request?”


  “Dwarvish steel… ahem, weapons,”
Pait declared before immediately raising his hand. “Please
understand, we’re not looking to support Dioshin in a war with
Aberis, but this is the number one product they request from us. We
have a strict quota. We have strict guidelines where we won’t sell
more to one country over another, but this is technically not a
sale.”


  “You don’t need to worry, I
understand,” I said, allowing him to take a breath of relief.


  Friends or not, Esmore and Aberis were
rival nations. Sending weapons to a neighboring country could be seen
as hostility toward us. I didn’t know the specifics, but it seemed
like traditionally the Esmore only sold a certain amount of dwarvish
steel every year. It wasn’t enough to satisfy the demand, but they
sold equally to each nation to remain neutral.


  They were circumventing the treaty by
providing weapons as a gift. They would normally do so secretly, but
that secret was out with my presence. Then again, I was a citizen of
Aberis. They were sneaking into Dioshin. That could just as easily be
seen as an act of aggression toward Dioshin. Pait was walking a thin
line trying to keep both countries happy. It wasn’t easy being a
diplomat of a small neutral nation; it seemed. I had my problems to
worry about, though. The Dioshin getting premium access to the best
weapons in the five countries was tomorrow’s problem. I already
knew the solution to that. I needed to get Garnet back, so she could
make Orichalcum weapons. Only then would Dioshin lose their edge.


  I finished cooking and handed out the
meal. Since I didn’t push things or make an incident, the Esmore
seemed in better spirits. After we ate, everyone found a spot and
went to sleep. The adventurers hired to protect us would be the ones
taking turns on guard. Just as my eyes grew heavy, something seemed
off. In the past, it would have been something I wouldn’t notice,
but I was more sensitive to changes in miasma and mana, and I was
able to tell it was getting thicker.


  My eyes snapped open and I stood up. My
eyes darted to the two men who were supposed to be on guard. They
were both unconscious. Worse, there was a stranger standing in the
middle of the camp.
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lysia!” I called out.



  “Hmm? Ah!”


  Alysia didn’t need to sleep since she
was a sentient sword. It was for that reason I was so comfortable
going to sleep and trusting in unfamiliar guards. Even if they
failed, she would have been at attention. However, whatever lulled
them to sleep managed to obscure their presence from her. As soon as
I called out to her, she woke and noticed him. She appeared in my
hand as I leaped to my feet.


  The strange man held up his hand. “I’m
not here to fight.”


  He wore a black cloak that covered his
entire body. His hood kept me from getting a view of his face. He
faced me, but didn’t have a weapon. Either way, my combat sense
triggered and I had a feeling he was a very powerful opponent. If we
fought, I wasn’t confident I could win.


  Even with his hand raised, I didn’t
stop preparing for an attack as I narrowed my eyes. “Who are you?”


  “I go by many names,” he spoke
slowly, seemingly unconcerned with my aggressive stance. “I suppose
the name you would be most familiar with would be Gram.”


  “Gram… as in Gram’s Passage?
You’re the dungeon master?”


  Just because the dungeon was named
after him didn’t necessarily mean he was the master, but I guessed
it was the case anyway. Who else with that level of power would
suddenly visit us?


  When I mentioned “dungeon master,”
the miasma in the room thickened, and I could feel the threat he was
giving off.


  “What do you want with this place?”
he demanded, his voice sounding slightly angry.


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t play games with me. I know
you’re a dungeon master as well. You’ve entered my home without
asking permission or providing a tribute. If you plan to take my
dungeon, be prepared to die trying!”


  “Woah…” I lifted my free hand.
“I’m just traveling through. This is a passage into Dioshin,
isn’t it?”


  The miasma increased to a thickness
where it wouldn’t be surprising if a monster spontaneously appeared
in the middle of the camp. The pressure gave off was extreme, and
even I found it difficult to stand. I changed my assessment. He was
absolutely a guy I could not fight. Thankfully, after a few tense
moments, the feeling diminished a bit.


  “You’re not here to conquer my
dungeon?”


  “No…” I responded awkwardly.
“Rather, I didn’t even know I was going to enter a dungeon until
earlier today. I’m just traveling through.”


  He finally dropped his hand, and the
pressure dissipated, causing me to exhale. “The next time you’re
going to suddenly enter another creature’s dungeon, you should
inform them of your intentions.”


  “Ah, I’m sorry. I thought you
couldn’t tell. I only recently became a dungeon master.”


  “I see… I can tell you’re a
newbie. Destroying you would have been simple.” Gram declared,
causing my mouth to twitch slightly. “Did you have a tribute? If a
dungeon master wishes to use the space of another dungeon master, an
appropriate tribute is needed.”


  Dungeon masters had their politics as
well. I didn’t know if the rule was true, or if he was just using
my ignorance to bully me. Either way, he was looking at me with
expectation.


  “Um, I didn’t…”


  His eyes brightened as if he just
noticed something, pointing at my blade. “I rather like that thing.
I’ll have your sword as my tribute!”


  I wasn’t out of danger just yet.
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-take me?” Alysia cried out, clearly
distressed over the sudden turn of events.



  I tightened my hand on her hilt and
straightened, giving a feeling of strength and security for Alysia.


  “That sword was created using a
powerful soul and several other rare materials. I’m quite
interested in such a rare item.”


  “The sword is bonded with me. We
can’t be separated.” I declared, deciding rather than risk
offending him, I’d use reason.


  He put his hand on his chin, although I
couldn’t get a clear look at his face. “Soul bindings are hardly
perfect. Your souls are indeed intertwined, but pulling them apart
wouldn’t be too difficult. Of course, I could also just cut them
apart.”


  I took a step back and Alysia shook.
“Hey! Wouldn’t that be painful?”


  For someone like me who experienced a
soul refinement, I probably could handle that kind of pain, but since
I didn’t want to let go of Alysia in the first place, I wasn’t
going to let up on any excuse I could find.


  “Are you saying you won’t give me
this?” he asked, his voice taking on a slightly dangerous tone.


  I was deep inside his dungeon. It was
his terrain. We were quite literally halfway through the dungeon, a
day’s journey in either direction. On top of that, I hadn’t seen
a single safe room, so there was no easy path back. I didn’t know
if they were hidden or if he did something special to avoid using
them. Either way, if he turned on me, things would be rather
difficult. I could create a portal out, but that involved time. I was
confident I could escape, but I couldn’t guarantee the safety of
Pait and the rest.


  Still, there were some lines I
absolutely wouldn’t cross. Giving up someone close to me was one
such line. There was a time where I would give up on them if they
wanted me to, such as when Faeyna no longer wanted to be my slave. I
was no longer that same guy. After learning more about the world and
myself, I was much less tolerant. I would fight to keep everyone and
give nothing up.


  “Are you trying to bully me? Do you
need to speak to the dungeon council about this?” I asked.


  Once again, I tried using another
method to get him to stand back. After hearing Matty talk about the
council with reverence, it suggested they protected smaller dungeons
from being bullied by bigger dungeons. What did he call it? The
dungeon master pact? A stronger dungeon couldn’t attack a weaker
dungeon. I had a feeling that rule didn’t apply if I was the one
entering, but I still had to try.


  The man seemed taken aback, and then he
let out a laugh. “You’re part of the council?”


  “I am…” I responded, getting a
feeling like something was off.


  “Then I should take even more from
you!” He lunged at me.
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eturn!” My body disappeared, and I
reappeared in my dungeon.



  Yes, it was the boss room of the
dungeon, not my mansion. Being the dungeon master had somehow caused
the target of Return to change once again. For whatever reason, I
hadn’t unlocked the Dungeon Master job yet. Although, I had a
slightly superior Dungeon Builder job. I suspected that Return, or an
ability like it, was a part of Dungeon Master. That way, a dungeon
master could return to their dungeon should the boss’s room be
breached.


  I cursed at my bad luck as I looked
around the room. After everything, the guy still attacked me. How was
I to guess some dungeons held violent opinions toward the council?
There was an entire culture built around dungeons, and I only just
touched the surface. Had all of that pressure been on Elaya’s
shoulders before? She was the previous dungeon master. I created the
dungeon, but I avoided all that trouble before because I wasn’t
technically the dungeon’s master.


  “Hmm? Is the evolution complete?”


  “It is, Master, and a bit ahead of
schedule.”


  I turned to see Elaya and Xin standing
in the boss’ room, casually playing some kind of board game.


  “Master, have you visited another
dungeon? I can smell it on you,” Elaya said.


  “Yes, I was in Gram’s Passage. The
guy tried to take Alysia and kill me.” I frowned. “I had to leave
the others behind. I don’t know if they are alright.”


  If he killed them, there was still a
chance. I could resurrect people from within the dungeon. Most
priests didn’t resurrect people once they died in a dungeon. First
off, the dungeon immediately started eating away at the soul, so
where a soul on the surface could last a month, a soul in a dungeon
could only last days. It was dangerous for priests too, as they
weren’t fighters. It was also considerably more difficult as miasma
interfered with the resurrection. You’d have to get close to where
they died.


  That didn’t affect me as much, thanks
to my blessing-induced Miasma Immunity as well as my God Soul and
ability to make portals. Thus, if I could return within a day or so,
I could resurrect everyone that died. However, that meant returning,
which I was uncertain about.


  “He tried to take my Alysia?” Xin
stood up, nearly knocking over the board as fury painted her face.


  “My, my… it seems like this dungeon
pushed his luck.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked. “This
guy is regrettably stronger than me.”


  “Maybe the master is… but what is a
master without his dungeon? Just because a king is less physically
imposing than another king, what does that matter in a war between
kingdoms?”


  “You recently tamed that western
dungeon, didn’t you?”


  “You know about that?”


  “Yes, there is a faint connection
between that dungeon with our own. Once you gained his loyalty, you
gained access to his lore and power. I noticed your victory. It’s
part of the reason the dungeon evolution was finished so quickly.”


  “Well, what about it?”


  Elaya licked her lips. “I think it’s
time we started a dungeon battle.”
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… dungeon battle?” I asked in
confusion.



  “You’ve already initiated several.
You challenged the Illusory Sword Dungeon, the Twilight Dungeon, and
this other one to the west,” Elaya explained. “However, when you
challenged them, you single-handedly sat as a challenger, depending
on taming and karmic infections, to conquer a dungeon slowly. This is
not the way most dungeon battles occur. Rather, our dungeon will
create a connection directly with theirs, then our forces attack. Of
course, their forces can also attack.”


  “Forces… do we have that many
forces?” I frowned.


  “The dungeon completely tore itself
apart and rebuilt. In short, there is a great deal of excess miasma.
Creating a small army of mobs isn’t too difficult.”


  “They’re supposed to be pretty old.
Their dungeon…”


  “Of course, I was the queen once. I’m
not ignorant of Gram’s Dungeon. I’m aware of their size and age.
Since your dungeon’s evolution, it is much stronger. The existence
of the miasma and mana fountains has also put our dungeon on a
completely different level. Plus, you have a second dungeon to call
upon.”


  “A second… dungeon…”


  “The dungeon you tamed! Since they
are an ally, we can use them to go to war.” She grinned as if it
was all decided.


  I wasn’t so sure about the idea. I
just wanted to get to Dioshin. No, I wanted to find Miki. I didn’t
even care about Dioshin. By all accounts, I should abandon Pait’s
plan and try another. However, Pait was still in that dungeon. I
couldn’t just leave those men to Gram’s whims. He might let them
go, but he might kill them in retaliation. I had to make a move, and
if I was going to mobilize, why not go big?


  “Master, not all wars need to be
complete destruction. A simple show of force and a blitzkrieg attack
and he’ll be looking to discuss terms of surrender,” Xin
explained. “Don’t think of it so much as a war. It’s more like
a military action.”


  “It would be advantageous for us to
attack.” Elaya cut in. “The dungeon has just finished evolving.
If you move now, utilizing the excess mana and fighting, you’ll
only strengthen and solidify this dungeon’s path.”


  “So, you were looking to fight
anyway…”


  “I was planning to get you to attack
the remaining dungeons in the wilderness.” Elaya shrugged. “But
this would be just as useful.”


  I thought about it for a few moments
and then nodded. “Alright, we go to war.”


  “Yes!”


  “As Master commands!”


  “Astria, Celeste, Faeyna come to the
dungeon’s boss room,” I gave the order over the Slave
Communication before turning to the eager former heroes. “Alright,
how do we do this?”


  The preparation only took an hour.
Faeyna wasn’t going to attack, but I called for her as backup and
to get some experience and comfort. She had her own abilities and
lore to pull on, so who knew if she’d be useful. My generals were
Xin, Astria, and Elaya. Celeste was my scout. Her job was the most
dangerous, but due to her wind-like nature, she was the hardest to
hold down.


  “Be excited, daughter, a man is going
to war for you!” Xin smirked.


  “How is that something to be excited
about?” Alysia cried out.


  Astria brought all the fairies who
evolved. Xin had a regiment of men the dungeon created. As for Elaya,
she seemed to prefer an army of monsters of various types, also
created by the dungeon. We created a substantial force but drained a
lot of the reserves. Waging war in other dungeons was costly.


  “Do I have to be here?” Matty cried
out tearfully. “You’re going up against Gram! That guy doesn’t
care about the council at all!”


  “That means attacking them isn’t
against the council either, right?”


  “Geh… even so…”


  “Now, now… Master… you should
listen to Husband.” The big-chested witch woman who seemed to be
his servant tried to soothe her Master in a motherly way.


  “Husband?” Elaya cried out.


  “Master is already getting married?”
Celeste asked.


  “What? I’m no… I have a wife!
It’s Eliana… actually, that marriage sort of fell through into
slavery…”


  “Oh, my…” The big-chested witch
only laughed at the commotion she made, but didn’t bother to
explain her wording either.


  It took some time to calm the girls,
but as they settled, I pointed, lining up the army before us. Elaya
lifted her hand, and a portal formed in the air. It was only
different from the normal portals in that it was square and filled
the entire doorway, blocking everything beyond.


  “Begin the attack,” I ordered.


  {You have accepted the control of a
dungeon. You have unlocked the job, Dungeon Master.}


  {You are a rival dungeon master. You
declared war on Gram’s Passage. Defeat the dungeon master to claim
the dungeon as your own.}
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elena, begin the battle cry,” I
ordered.



  She sang, her voice ringing an
invigorating tune that buffed our allies. In the end, she wasn’t
intelligent enough to be a general, nor physically powerful enough to
be a soldier. Her strength came from using her voice to buff allies
and weaken opponents. As she invigorated the soldiers, the armies
marched forward.


  The door the portal formed in was the
entrance to my dungeon. However, instead of exiting into Chalm, they
moved through the entrance into Gram’s Passage. In essence, the way
things worked was that a magical connection formed between my dungeon
and his, causing them to link during a battle and sealing them off
from any outside influence.


  I wanted to go with them, but the
dungeon master needed to be in their boss’ room during such an
event, so I returned to my boss’ lair. Thankfully, I could see what
was happening. I wasn’t sure if it was a function of the dungeon or
something Elaya set up, but I could view the battle from each of my
three lieutenants. I watched them enter the long pathway of Gram’s
Passage. Since the attack was sudden, there was no one waiting for
us.


  “We need to find out where they are
keeping the rest of this dungeon,” I explained. “As far as anyone
knows, the path is all there is.”


  “I’ll find it!” Celeste declared,
flying off down the corridor.


  With her sensitivity to wind, I was
confident she’d be able to find it. Dungeons had rules, after all.
There had to be at least some connection between the entrances and
the boss’ room. They couldn’t block it off completely. That
didn’t mean they couldn’t make the path convoluted, even
involving teleports, but at some level, it needed to be accessible. I
didn’t know the reason. It probably wasn’t a rule of the council,
since there were actual physical ramifications of cutting off
contact.


  “What is this?” a voice echoed down
the passageway.


  I recognized the voice immediately. It
was the Dungeon Master Gram. He hadn’t shown himself, but he was
using the dungeon to demand what was going on.


  “Can I talk?” I asked Elaya.


  “Mm! Just speak!” Elaya grinned.


  “Gram, you desired to take what is
mine. Since you started this fight, I’m going to finish it!”


  “You…” his voice echoed out in
disbelief. “Heh, if you think you’ll be able to breach my
dungeon, you have another thing coming! Do you wish to know my trick?
The tunnel is only the first floor of my dungeon! The rest of my
dungeon is hidden! You can look all week, and you’ll never find
it!”


  “Master! I’ve found it!” Celeste
cried out, followed by a boom.


  There was a hidden door. It looked just
like the wall, except Celeste could see the flow of air and
discovered it in record time.


  Gram was speechless after finding his
best defense was destroyed in an instant.


  “Elaya, Xin, attack. Astria, hold
back and secure our position.”


  Ultimately, Elaya and Xin’s troops
were replaceable cannon fodder created by the dungeon, while Astria
used evolved fairies, which formed with a considerable amount of
effort. I wasn’t willing to put them into a situation where they
could get hurt. I also wanted to play it safe. I didn’t want to put
anyone into a risky situation. I sat back in my chair. The fight was
just getting started.
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in and Elaya’s troops flooded the
stairway, breaking apart to each travel down another hall. It didn’t
last. Instead, the hallway broke into a four-way split. The army
broke apart further until they reached another four-way split, then
another one. My eyebrows creased. At first, it was at a level where
our army was able to maintain its strength even after breaking up so
many times. However, if the groups broke up too many more times, it’d
start growing thin.



  “Hahaha!” Gram’s voice echoed out
across the dungeon. “My second level is a massive labyrinth! It’s
a maze that could rival any Great Dungeon! If you wish to get past,
even with an army, it could take a day or longer!”


  “I found the exit!” Celeste’s
voice rang out.


  “Who the heck keeps doing that?”
His voice sounded slightly panicked.


  “Troops, progress!” I gave the
order.


  “Too overbearing! Look, maybe we can
talk about this. Aren’t you worried about your teammates? Maybe we
can reach an agreement? If you give me the sword and retreat, I’ll
return your allies.”


  “If they’re still alive, we’ll
find them. If they’re dead, I’ll resurrect them.”


  “Heartless!”


  “Celeste?”


  “On it!”


  I sent Celeste to look for them. If
Gram had any more hidden exits, Elaya and Xin would need to figure it
out on their own. I brought up my map and noticed that as my girls
traveled through the dungeon, my map expanded as well. The audio, the
visuals, and the mapping must be because I was linked to his dungeon.
In essence, during the battle, my senses that carried throughout my
dungeon could move into his through my generals.


  “It looked like we’ve conquered
thirty percent of his dungeon. He should only have ten floors then.”


  It wasn’t that surprising, since it
looked like he put most of his growth into the passage. As for why,
one could only guess. Perhaps it had to do with his unfinished
business. Maybe the curse came from someone’s inability to get
through western Esmore mountains fast enough. It wasn’t really
important. I wasn’t trying to solve the story yet.


  “He’s made his move, Master. We’re
encountering enemies!” Elaya declared.


  “Master, he’s managed to transport
some to the first level. He’s trying to break through to our
dungeon.” Astria added.


  “What are we encountering?”


  “Goblins, Master. His lore is weak!”


  “Astria, play defensively. Elaya,
push forward. Xin, clean up.”


  The girls all gave confirmation and
began the next phase of the attack. Elaya’s monsters were mostly
four-legged monsters like wolves, so, by nature, they were much
faster than Xin. She was ideal for first-strike. Meanwhile, Xin’s
troops were slower, but had more strategy and could mount a prolonged
attack. In short, Elaya scattered the enemy, while Xin came from
behind and attacked while they tried to reorganize.


  “Master, the mini-boss appeared!”
Astria cried out.


  “You guys already are on the fifth
floor?” I asked.


  “No! He’s appeared on the first
floor. He’s trying to charge through my girls.”


  “Let him through.”


  “Sir?”


  “Don’t worry about it. Just
concentrate on keeping anyone else from coming. It’s time we did
something.” I stood up.


  “Master, do you mind if I do it?”


  I was surprised to hear another voice.
I turned to find Faeyna looking on with a smile. Did she want to take
on the mini-boss?
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h… it’s not that I don’t trust
you, but this boss isn’t equivalent to a normal level five
mini-boss.” I explained awkwardly. “Gram’s Passage should be a
level one hundred dungeon, but he’s not allowed it to grow. That
stored mana had to go somewhere. Since no one has ever broken past
the first level, then this monster is likely very difficult.”



  “I understand, Master, but I would
still like to try.” Faeyna declared. “Master needs strong women
beside him. I’m afraid I’ll fall behind if I don’t keep up.”


  “That…”


  “It’s okay, Husband, Matty, and I
will provide support,” the witch lady spoke up.


  “I will not!” Matty cried out. “And
he’s not your husband! Stop seducing my mom… ahem… my monster!”


  Matty looked at me accusingly. Plus,
Faeyna was giving me a look, too. I barely even talked to the witch.
She was too old for my tastes. At least with Astria and Elaya, they
had an immortal youthfulness. The witch, on the other hand, looked
about my mother’s age. Her cute looks were undeniable, but I was
too young to have children!


  I shook my head. That wasn’t
important. They were trying to distract me so I would let them take
risks without thinking.


  “It’s too dangerous.”


  “Master, I might be able to keep
things a bit safer for her,” Alysia spoke up.


  “Hmm? What’s that?”


  “I’ve been thinking about it
recently, and with my ability to choose forms, I believe I don’t
need to remain a weapon.”


  “Huh?”


  “I believe I could become complete
armor and weapon.”


  “Seriously? You could be my armor,
too?”


  “Well, not Master’s. I don’t have
enough material to be both your weapon and your armor. However, for
someone Faeyna’s size, I could temporarily protect her and lend her
my power.”


  It seemed like every time I thought I
had a grasp on our abilities; they reminded me we were only just
scratching the surface. Alysia was more than just a blade. She was an
intelligent person with skills and fighting abilities. When I used
her, she could put her weight into attacks, causing them to be much
more powerful than if I struck with another blade lacking a soul. If
that translated to armor, she could probably redirect mana and
strength to areas about to be attacked, providing increased defense.
It left me curious.


  “Alright, then, Alysia, protect
Faeyna.”


  “Yes!”


  The sword sitting on my side glowed for
a second, then turned into a ball of light, rushing toward Faeyna.
She had been listening, but was still surprised as the ball struck
her. It immediately wrapped around her.


  She let out a cry as the light seemed
to tear away her clothing. Her hands raised as armor replaced her
clothing as fast as it disintegrated, but it still made the scene
extremely erotic, especially since she kept moaning as she became one
with Alysia. No, that wasn’t the right way to put it. She put
herself inside Alysia. No, that was worse. Was it getting hot in the
boss’ room? I was sweating.


  It was just a magical girl
transformation. Nothing strange about that. There were many strange
things about that, even for this world, but after experiencing such
strange things countless times, I stopped fretting about it. I
recalled seeing a magical girl’s transformation once before, but
that event was a source of trauma, so I immediately put it out of my
head.


  Faeyna finally finished her
transformation. She was armored… yet her outfit was still a maid’s
outfit. Should she be fighting in a skirt? Why was a healthy amount
of cleavage exposed? Her armor was completely impractical! I decided
not to think about it anymore.
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hey breached the entrance to the
dungeon. A hulking green beast broke through. It was a massive
goblin? No, wouldn’t that be an orc? It had a face like a bulldog
and held a massive club. Faeyna already transferred to the first
floor and was waiting. As the orc looked around, its eyes fell on
Faeyna, who was only half its size. A vicious and disgusting grin
formed on its lips.



  “I haven’t tasted elf in a
millennium.” It licked its lips, a look of lust on its face.


  Faeyna glared at the monster with
disgust. “You stink!”


  “Hehe… when you become my sex toy,
you’ll come to like my stink.”


  As it spoke, it scratched under its
loincloth, a dirty little piece of fabric that barely hid the
unsightly thing underneath. Otherwise, he was completely naked, with
a large green potbelly. This orc was far too rapey! I didn’t sign
up for hentai where the big orc violates the helpless elf maid. It
wasn’t that kind of story at all!


  “Faeyna! Kill him! Kill him dead!”
I cried through the Slave Communication while biting my nails
anxiously.


  “Master, that was my intention.”
Faeyna brought out her weapon.


  Wait, wasn’t that a broom? I knew
with Alysia splitting up to make Faeyna defensive armor, she didn’t
have as much to make the massive sword I used, but a stick with some
bristles on the end?


  “You are a filthy creature, orc! It’s
time to clean up the mess! Behold escalabroom!”


  “Alysia?”


  “I didn’t let her name me that!”
Alysia cried out tearfully.


  There wasn’t time to dwell on
Faeyna’s naming sense, as she immediately launched an attack toward
the orc. He dropped his giant club on her broom. For a second, I
tensed. After all, the thin wooden stick met a thick, trunk-sized
club. In any normal situation, the victor would have been obvious.
However, despite looking like a broom, it was Alysia who was the base
of the item. It took the hit without moving an inch. A strike that
looked like it would squash Faeyna was instead deflected.


  The orc’s eyes narrowed as his
original attack didn’t hit the way he expected. I wasn’t sure how
his rapey plan fit in turning her into mush, but it didn’t seem
like he was very bright. Yes, monsters grew smarter and more skilled
the longer they lived, but at the end of the day, an orc was still an
orc.


  Being deflected only seemed to anger
him, so he lifted his club and swiped at her, intending to send
Faeyna flying.


  Faeyna leaped over the club with a
backflip, her broom swiping out and striking the orc in the throat.
He made a choking noise, stumbling back as he grasped at his throat.


  It could have been a killing blow if
delivered by a more experienced fighter, but for Faeyna, it was the
best she could manage. She might have unlocked her connection to the
Maid Hero lore, but that didn’t make her a genius fighter
overnight. It was the difference between someone who knew the theory
but never picked up a blade. Without having time to practice with a
blade and earn experience, your strength still only went so far.
Perhaps I should let Elaya train her. Who would know how the Maid
Hero fought better than the former Maid Hero?


  Upon recovering from the throat strike,
the orc let out an even more enraged roar. His body glowed with a
black aura, and I got a feeling of danger. He was using some kind of
skill.
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aeyna, watch out!” I couldn’t help
but warn.



  I wasn’t used to having a passive
role in a fight. If I wasn’t fighting personally, then I was
supporting people. Allowing Faeyna to solo against the mini-boss
without providing her any assistance was driving me crazy. What could
I say? I was a backseat adventurer.


  The orc moved much quicker, and his
club created dark shadows as it struck. Faeyna went to deflect again,
but her superior speed was no longer an advantage. Her broom struck
the orc’s club various times. The two danced around the room,
strike after strike landing. In the orc’s case, the club was moving
at a speed that didn’t match the size of the club or the orc
himself. Suddenly, his club blurred, creating images of two clubs
coming down. 


  Faeyna blocked one club, but it turned
out to only be an image. It smashed her in the side, throwing her
back. The orc’s face twisted into a nasty grin as he lunged
forward, taking advantage of her flustered state to do a more
powerful attack. All the darkness merged into his club. His body
blurred, and he appeared directly in front of Faeyna. He lifted his
club, completely black, as if it was sucking in all the light.


  “Faeyna!” I cried.


  Faeyna was on the ground, helpless, as
the club descended. At that moment, a bright, blinding light flashed
out between the pair. The witch used a spell to blind the orc.
However, he continued with his strike, hitting the ground. I looked
on in fear, but I was temporarily blinded. I couldn’t see if Faeyna
had gotten hit or not. All I heard was an explosion. As the light
disappeared, all that was left was floating dust.


  Slowly, the dust settled, revealing a
scene. Faeyna managed to dodge the strike. There was a massive crater
where she had been. She slipped through the orc’s legs and
attacked, sending out the wooden handle portion of the broom with all
of her force into the orc. However, being on the ground and behind
the orc, her attack ended up striking a certain point.


  “G-g-geh…” The orc’s eyes were
wide as he stood there, his ass impaled.


  Faeyna shoved escalabroom directly into
the orc’s bum. It was fairly deep, too. A good chunk of the handle
was lost in the recesses of a giant ass. With only a loincloth
protecting such a region, her low attack bypassed any resistance.


  “Wh-wh-wh-where am I?” a shrill,
panicked voice cried out.


  “Alysia… this…” Faeyna’s face
started turning red.


  “It’s warm… and it’s gushy…
no… no! No!”


  “Stop moving!” the orc panted.


  “No! No!” Faeyna lost control of
Alysia, and her armor disappeared.


  “Alysia, No!” I shouted. “Don’t
start expanding!”


  “Gross, gross! No! No!” Alysia
screamed as she transformed back into a massive sword.


  The orc died. Even I felt a little
sympathy for him.
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’m sorry!” bawled Faeyna.



  “Waaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


  Alysia, the red-headed Osterian knight,
and general who braved dungeons and fought unbeatable monsters, was
in my lap crying like a baby. I stroked her hair as she cried out her
significant trauma. Faeyna was in the corner, also crying. The witch
incidentally covered Matty’s eyes at just the right time, and he
didn’t experience any trauma. But she wore a slightly helpless
expression on her face as well. That was why I needed to provide
support! When I didn’t get involved, someone’s ass was always on
the line.


  “Master! I finally found Pait and the
rest of your party!” Celeste blissfully spoke up, just as I was
praying for a distraction.


  “We’ve broken through the fifth
level!” Elaya reported shortly after.


  “Damn it! I surrender!” a voice
echoed throughout the dungeon.


  “Oh, thank goodness.” I sighed.
“Um… Alysia…”


  “Master… am I… damaged goods
now?” she asked.


  “Whaaaat? Noooo…” I realized my
voice sounded just a bit too enthusiastic. “Ahem… I mean,
absolutely not.”


  “Th-then… you’ll still kiss me?”


  “Geh… ah… ahem… of course.”


  I didn’t know much about the ratio
between forms. When Alysia killed someone and there was blood on her
blade, it wasn’t like when she became her human form, she was still
covered in blood and viscera. Therefore, it stood to reason there was
nothing wrong. I mean, there was nothing wrong anyway! Alysia was my
precious ally. She was my princess and my sword. I wasn’t going to
spurn her when she needed me the most! I gave her a quick peck on the
lips. One second kiss. Three-second rule, it was fine.


  “Sorry, got to go, dungeons and all.”
I used the dungeon to send me to the first floor, then escaped, ahem…
calmly went into Gram’s Passage to accept his surrender.


  Of course, Alysia turned into light and
ended up flying into my hand before I left. When your souls were tied
together, it wasn’t like you could separate easily. Besides, Gram’s
passage was quite a distance away and also enemy territory. It was
best that I had her with me, even if she was emotionally distraught.
I would spend some time soothing her later.


  We already recalled our soldiers to the
dungeon, and my generals were waiting at the entrance. The man in the
cloak stood there waiting for us. When we approached, he stiffened
slightly.


  “It seems I underestimated you.” he
spoke tightly before bringing out a glowing orb. “Here you go. This
is the lore to my dungeon. All my spatial magic and then some.”


  Having already seen Matty do it once
before, it caught me off guard. It wasn’t the true dungeon lore,
but a copy. It appeared that when one dungeon surrendered to another;
it was customary to offer your lore. It wasn’t the curse, but the
collection of knowledge. The dungeon could create more mobs, traps,
and other things. My dungeon had extracted various lore, although at
the time I didn’t know that was what I was doing.


  For example, Xin’s soldiers were a
template of the demonic knights I devoured when I took out the mining
town near Alerith. Once I incorporated the new knowledge into our
dungeon, we’d be able to make various types of goblins and orcs. I
took the orb, but I wasn’t happy with that.


  “Where is the party? That’s
ultimately why I attacked. Celeste?”


  “Ah… Master… as to that… they
were still asleep in the Passage. Most of the dungeon was near the
base. We never got close to your party traveling down the passage.
That’s why it took so long for me to find them.”


  “You mean Gram never touched the
party?” I blinked.


  “Why would I? You’re the threat,
dungeon master!” the cloaked man growled.


  “I see…” The entire situation
could have been diffused a lot easier.


  Oh well, all’s well that ends well.


  



  



  



  





  [image: 40]



  

    [image: t]

  

 noticed I didn’t get a popup saying I
conquered the dungeon or anything like that. I had been waiting for
some confirmation that I was victorious. I guess I hadn’t exactly
tamed him, and I hadn’t gotten my hands on his true dungeon lore.
In that respect, I hadn’t succeeded. I had still grown used to some
kind of clear reward. I won the war, but there was no sign saying it
ended, so wasn’t it still going on?



  As I looked for it, an awkward silence
had grown between everyone. The cloaked man had been waiting after I
took the fake orb he offered and grew impatient.


  “Are you going to leave yet?” he
demanded.


  No one else got physical announcements
like I did. So, even if I explained what I was waiting for, they
wouldn’t understand. I let out an awkward cough.


  “I still need to use your passage.”


  “Out of the question!” he cried
out.


  I frowned, and the girls behind me
adjusted themselves, causing him to stiffen. “I already defeated
you.”


  He raised his sleeves. “It’s not
that! It’ll just take days for you to get through, and having a
knife to my throat for that long, I won’t accept it. When a rival
dungeon master is in your dungeon, you feel continuing pressure from
them until they leave. Just entering another person’s dungeon
without being invited is considered a threat! This is why I reacted
in the way I did.”


  I looked over at Elaya, who nodded,
confirming that everything he said was the truth. I wished I had
known that. I had to come up with some kind of way to mask my dungeon
master side. Otherwise, it could cause issues down the line. I didn’t
plan to quit going into dungeons, but what would happen if I entered
a great dungeon and they took it as a threat? Even Gram could be
difficult to handle. I couldn’t even fathom the power behind a
great dungeon’s dungeon master. I liked it better when I was a
Dungeon Builder who had none of the responsibilities of being a
master. I had all of the benefits and none of the responsibilities.


  “Ah… well, I still need to get into
Dioshin. Once I’ve been there, I won’t have to use this passage
again.”


  “I can take you to the other side!”
he declared.


  I coughed. “I’d need to remain with
my group. They’ll be waking up soon.”


  We discussed things for a bit longer
and finally came to a decision. About an hour later, the group
started waking up. The men fell asleep on watch and failed to get
anyone else up were reprimanded by the lead adventurer.


  “We got a full day ahead of us—huh?”
The dwarf glanced down the hallway to see an elevator. “This is…”


  “Isn’t that the elevator on the
Dioshin side? We’re there already?” Pait frowned, rubbing his
back. “Are you saying we didn’t need to sleep for the night, and
we could have just been out of here and sleeping in a soft bed?”


  The dwarf was flummoxed as the party
set out. I kept my mouth shut. I was pretty tired, having not slept
the previous night, but I thankfully had a body that could go without
sleep a few nights if needed.
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fter packing up everything, the group
headed to the elevator and started the long rise toward the dungeon
exit. My generals naturally left the dungeon, although they kept the
connection just in case. If Gram tried anything, I’d call them and
they could invade the dungeon again in an instant. He had taken me to
the party where I lay down and pretended to sleep. It wasn’t long
before everyone had gotten up to leave.



  Of course, Gram also used his spatial
magic to move the entire party a day’s journey farther down the
dungeon. A two-day journey ended up taking only one day, and it left
the party completely unaware. Until I stepped foot in Dioshin, I
wouldn’t be able to make a portal there. Once I made a portal,
though, I could return whenever I wanted. Thus, I needed to continue
with the party until they got past customs.


  I wasn’t willing to just abandon them
and leave them thinking I was hurt or died. Furthermore, Dioshin
guards were waiting at the second entrance to Gram’s dungeon, so
even if I stepped out, I wasn’t confident I could talk my way past
them. I’d probably create some kind of international incident if I
tried to force my way through. My hidden identity as an Osterian was
my best chance. Ultimately, staying with my party, but quickening the
speed we left, was what the two of us agreed on as the conditions for
his surrender.


  The elevator hit the top after a
lengthy climb, and our group continued toward the entrance. Everyone
stepped through the cave exit, leaving Gram’s Passage and entering
Dioshin. However, I held my step as they went, and soon I was alone.
Well, I wasn’t completely alone. I turned to see Gram waiting for
me.


  “Thank you for your hospitality, and
I apologize for earlier.” I bowed.


  At the same time, I ordered the girls
with my Slave Communication to close the portal connecting our
dungeons.


  {You have ended your conflict with
Gram’s Dungeon.}


  The text popped up, after all. Closing
the portal ended the war. I breathed a little easier with that.


  “Hmph… I’ve seen enough to know
you’re not one of those council brats.” He shrugged. “Well,
you’re still rude for not providing a gift! My kind like gifts.”


  “G-gifts?” 



  As he spoke, he lifted his hood, and I
jerked at the sight of him. It wasn’t a person’s face. It was a
lizard’s face. The robes shifted, fell to the ground, and a giant
four-legged lizard crawled out. The robe was hiding his true form! I
thought I was talking to a human the whole time, but Gram was a
freaking lizard!


  “He’s a tarragon!” Alysia gasped.


  “A tarragon?”


  “It’s a lower-tier dragon!”


  “Hmph! I’m every bit as powerful as
any dragon!” He flicked his tongue angrily. “Your sword is quite
knowledgeable, though. It’s a shame.”


  “I serve Master!” Alysia declared.
“Even if you took me from him, I would never serve you!”


  “Calm down, I don’t have any
interest in you anymore,” he declared.


  “S-seriously?” Alysia responded
skeptically.


  “Mm… my tongue is sensitive to
smells. You smell like an orc’s butt!”


  I thought I won the war, but it was
Gram who fired the last shot, and it was devastating.
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t took me a bit to calm Alysia down. It
involved making several promises to soothe her. Finally, the pair of
us stepped through the exit to join the rest of the party and left
the relieved Gram alone. Dungeons were a strange thing. Two people
standing on either side of the dungeon’s entrance wouldn’t be
able to see each other. There was a dark shroud. When you stepped
into a dungeon, you essentially entered a place slightly apart from
the world.



  That was why dungeons could exist in so
many odd forms, even to the extent of not having a physical presence.
Although most dungeons took up space in our world, it wasn’t always
equal to the space exhibited on the inside. That was also why
resurrections and portals had restrictions. The thick miasma within
dungeons also interfered with mana’s ability to transmit, but it
was their other-worldly nature that made them difficult to handle.


  So, they weren’t able to hear my
conversation with Gram, and I wasn’t able to see what was going on
with the other side until I stepped through. I came up with a quick
excuse as to why it had taken me so long to exit. My best explanation
was that I needed to take a leak. Hopefully, for a bodyguard, that
would be acceptable. I only wasted a couple of minutes, but I felt it
necessary to give Gram a final goodbye. That was why I was a bit
confused when I stepped out to find the cart abandoned.


  I was standing in an area that appeared
to be some kind of small building. There was no door covering the
building’s opening, and it led outside into what appeared to be a
forest. Frowning slightly, I moved into the morning light. Unlike the
other side of Gram’s Passage which came into the side of a
mountain, the side I exited from opened into a thick rainforest.


  However, there was something strangely
off about the environment. I couldn’t hear any birds or other
sounds of life. It was extremely quiet. I pulled up my map, using
Sense Life immediately to identify where anyone was. I located a
group of people immediately, but they were scattered. I picked the
closest group and headed toward them.


  I didn’t have to walk long before
someone called out. “Who’s there!”


  I recognized the voice as the leader of
the adventuring guild, so I called back. “It’s me.”


  “Ah, Deek…” Pait’s voice
sounded out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize we left you back
there.”


  I shook my head. “What’s going on?”


  I stepped out into a small clearing.
Pait, Dav, the dwarf, and the leader were the only ones there. It
looked like the cart pullers and the adventurers were out searching.


  “When we stepped through, there were
no guards to greet us,” Pait spoke uncertainly. “It’s like
everyone got up and left. Their fort shouldn’t be abandoned like
this.”


  “Hey! I found something!” a voice
cried out from the distance.


  The group looked at each other before
heading in the direction the voice came from. I followed close
behind. We didn’t walk far before entering a village. I didn’t
realize it was a village at first because all the homes were built
into the trees. It was a small village servicing Gram’s Passage. It
was possibly a bit bigger than the Esmore outpost we started at. As
we walked, an unpleasant smell invaded my nose. However, my eyes were
on the map, which showed no life in the village other than our
people.


  We met up with the cart puller who
called us. He stood still as he stared at something; his face white.


  We followed his gaze to find a group of
ten men lying on the ground, dead, their faces sunken in as insects
buzzed around them.


  Horror formed on everyone’s face as
realized what happened. Everyone in the village was dead!
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eek? Can you do it?” Pait asked
nervously.



  I shook my head as I stood and patted
myself off. “I’m not able to resurrect them. Their souls are
already gone.”


  “Based on the level of decomposition,
this couldn’t have occurred much more than a month ago,” the
dwarf stated.


  “There are no physical signs,” one
of the other adventurers spoke up uneasily. “No cuts, no bruises.
It’s like they all just dropped dead.


  “Oh, no…” Dav held onto Pait, her
face shoved into his shoulder as she wept.


  Pait held her comfortingly as she
avoided looking at the grisly scene. Previously, the adventurers were
looking outside, but after seeing the first sign of death, they
barged into homes. That’s where they ran into the scenes of horror.
There were dead people everywhere. Some died sitting at the dinner
table with food left out to go bad. Whatever happened, it had
happened without warning. It also hit everyone. Men, women, and
children all died where they stood.


  “This had to be some kind of soul
attack,” I concluded.


  “Can such a thing be done without a
soul reaving dagger?” the lead adventurer asked.


  “There are many ways to destroy the
soul. Entire jobs are dedicated to damaging souls, not the body.” I
explained. “Soul reaving daggers are only a convenient method
because it completely hides who did it. This method, on the other
hand, could only be done by someone with a certain job.”


  I only gave a tidbit of information.
The general public knew about soul reaving daggers, but there were
dozens of ways to kill someone permanently. You could trap their
souls in their bodies like Miki did to Lord Aberis. It was possible
to toss them into a dungeon as Lord Aberis had done. You could cut
someone with a weapon that could suck in their soul like Alysia,
which is different from a soul reaving dagger that only damaged their
soul.


  Physically damaging a soul would bring
about a lot of pain. I knew that from personal experience. I cut my
soul in half and refined my soul. Yet, the expressions of the
villagers were mostly surprised, if even that. Had their souls been
destroyed, they would have expressions of pain and fear. It had
happened so quickly and absolutely they didn’t even have time to
realize what was happening to them. That meant the connection between
their body and soul was severed, and their souls were taken. Why
would someone take their souls?


  “It’s more than that, though…
they’ve lost more than their souls,” I muttered to myself.


  “What’s that?” Pait asked.


  “So, you noticed.” The dwarf
cleared out his teeth with his tongue.


  “Noticed what?” the lead adventurer
asked.


  “It’s like… their life force was
pulled out, too. That’s why the smell isn’t worse. It was like
all of their life was sucked out of them.”


  “What kind of thing can do that?”
Pait asked in disbelief.


  “That is…” I began, but my eyes
jerked. “Someone’s coming.”


  I still had the map open, and I a group
much larger than ours entered the edge of my map. They were still
about ten minutes away, so the others didn’t have a clue. That
wasn’t completely true. The dwarf must have been a dungeon diver,
as he looked in the direction the dots were coming from and nodded to
himself.


  “What do we do?” Dav asked. “Do
we go back into the dungeon?”


  Pait shook his head. “My mission is
to find out what was happening in Dioshin. If I leave now, there
would be no point in coming. I’m going to get to the bottom of
this.”


  I already decided I was going to stay.
I couldn’t guess if it had anything to do with Miki. Maybe there
was a soul problem that led them to needing to find her. Either way,
I wasn’t leaving until I had an answer, so all we could do was
wait.
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he adventuring team was the one group
who looked the most like they wanted to leave. They were hired to
bring the group through Gram’s Passage. That job was done. There
was no reason they couldn’t return immediately. However, they were
still part of the adventuring guild, and if it got out that they took
off running as soon as things got tough, wouldn’t they become
laughing stocks that lost all respect?



  In the end, they waited with us. As for
the old dwarf, he mostly seemed curious and too old to be running
around. Plus, as the only lone person among the group, he had to go
where the group went. If he tried to return through Gram’s Passage
alone, he was experienced enough to know his chances of making it to
the other side were slim.


  Ten minutes later, we heard the sounds
of an approaching group. When they broke through the forest line and
came into sight, they were nearly upon us. We didn’t idly wait for
them to come. We left the village, returned to the dungeon entrance,
and moved into a defensive position where we had the opportunity to
escape back through the dungeon if things went south. The group that
appeared in front of us were soldiers.


  They dressed in a manner I had only
seen once before, in the memory from Matty’s dungeon. They also
rode wild cats. They weren’t like the giant cat I once tamed.
Instead, they had green and brown coats that blended in with the
forest and had thick legs and broad shoulders. They also had long
teeth like a sabretooth tiger, although many elements resembled dogs,
such as a long snout. Out of curiosity, I used my Identify Creature,
a skill I unlocked from True Dungeon Diver, on one of the animals. It
was called a crag cat.


  The men made a half-circle around us,
but we answered with a similar protective circle, our weapons drawn.
I was particularly mindful of some soul attacks. If they were testing
a new weapon, and we walked in on it, they’d want to kill us to
remove all evidence, right?


  Pait, despite being the shortest one
there besides Dav, took a step forward. “I am a representative of
Esmore. I come on a diplomatic mission. I have permission to be here.
We’ve also brought a gift to the Dioshin people.”


  He immediately held out the papers of
the invite. Although they were a bit old, they were likely invaluable
to the situation.


  A leader walked toward us. He appeared
to have the features of a wolf, like Raissa, although where she was a
white wolf, his hair was black. His eyes had a distinctly predatory
gaze as he looked over the group of us.


  “You are to come with me,” he
stated in an authoritarian voice.


  Pait frowned, not giving an inch.
“Where do you wish to take us? The adventurers and dwarf have
already completed their journey. After a brief rest, they would like
to return. As for me, I’ve come with only two servants.”


  I had to give him credit for keeping
his cool as he gestured to me and Dav, while being looked down on
like he might be a meal.


  “Leaving is no longer possible. You
will be taken to the castle of Lord Duran. He will be the one
receiving you.”


  Pait was officially the leader of the
expedition, so all eyes were on him. On one hand, going to see the
lord was exactly what Pait wanted. On the other hand, we did not give
them any choice in the matter. Whether he chose to leave or not
didn’t affect me much. Since I was in Dioshin, if their disguise no
longer worked, I would simply portal back in with a new disguise,
perhaps one that resembled an animalkin. If he tried to leave, things
would get violent, though.


  “Very well,” Pait finally agreed.
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he plan to disguise me in his party
worked splendidly. Even though I appeared to be an Osterian that
towered over the others, they didn’t bother to take more than two
looks at me. There was one problem. Pait and the others were given
crag cats to mount, but they left me to walk. I stood as tall as the
Dioshin men mounted, so they must have felt I was too big to sit on
one of their animals. I didn’t care that much anyway, as I never
took to mounting animals.



  The only time I ever rode was when I
had to. Typically, my blue mage spells and personal speed were enough
to get around. At some point, I noticed in my dungeon skills list
there was a long-distance speed skill called Travel Speed which
increased my endurance and speed for running. It differed from things
that amplified my battle speed like Haste, as it only affected the
legs. If I put enough points into it and with my long legs, I could
run faster than a horse. So, that was an option, too.


  We ended up traveling wide of the
village and eventually came to a road that cut through the forest. If
you didn’t know where the pathway from Dioshin to Esmore was, you
wouldn’t be able to find it at all. Was that a part of Dioshin’s
defenses? By keeping things embedded in the forest, was it a means of
hiding stuff?


  We traveled down the long dirt road for
an hour before coming out to a long decline. I looked down into a
valley cleared of trees. There was a large city in the center. The
outer wall was made of stone, while the buildings within the city
were all wooden. The city wasn’t at the level of treehouses or
anything like that, but there was a raw, wild feel to the way the
city was built. Entire trunks were used to denote walls, and it
seemed like a fire hazard. Maybe, when you had access to magic, you
didn’t need to worry about fire spreading.


  They brought us into the valley and I
noticed the guards at the front entrance seemed on edge. They all
seemed somewhat fearful. The men bringing us in announced their
presence from quite a distance away, and even as we entered the town
gate, arrows were drawn on us with itchy fingers. I half expected
someone to lose one by accident and cause a disaster.


  As I walked down the town’s dirt
paths, I saw animalkins of various types. Pait said animalkin kept to
their own. The guards who led us to the city were wolfkin. In the
city, there was a large assortment of people, but if one paid close
attention, they’d notice the ones dressed up were mostly wolfkin,
while the other animalkin were in poorer conditions. It painted a
clear picture to me. They looked like the people who came to Chalm
after the bandits took over west of Aberis. They looked like refugees
fleeing some kind of destruction.


  Everyone wore haunted or fearful
expressions on their face. It may not look like it on the surface,
but Dioshin was in a lot of trouble. We stopped just outside the main
castle. Someone wrote something on the wall in red paint during the
night, and a guard was trying to scrub it off. 



  The words were still visible enough
that I could read “Death is coming.” Other than the guard
cleaning it, everyone else was going out of their way to avoid
looking at it. Just what had Miki walked into?
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hey led us into the castle past the
graffiti. The soldiers inside looked just as tired and worn down as
everyone else. That ruled out the possibility it was something
one-sided being done to the populace while the nobles sat above it.
It looked like whatever was going on in the city affected everyone.



  Rather than taking us into a waiting
area, they led us straight into the great room. The guards opened a
set of large double doors and gestured us inside. They didn’t
bother to wait, instead taking a position outside and leaving us be.
They didn’t seem to feel like the lord needed protecting at all. I
didn’t make a noise. Instead, I followed next beside Dav like a
servant as Pait led the group into the room beyond.


   It resembled any throne room I
had been in and had an appeal, not unlike the final boss rooms I
encountered at the bottom of dungeons. A man sat at the end of the
room in a large chair, and as we walked down the carpet toward him, I
realized he was nearly the same size as me. His chair was made for
his size, so I hadn’t noticed from the other side of the room.
Seeing him made me understand why the guards didn’t feel the need
to protect him. He was a man who could protect himself. With sharp
wolfkin features, he wore a predatory gaze similar to the one the
soldiers that led us to the castle, and by his size, I felt his
pressure.


  He was distinctly wolfkin, but was much
larger than any other wolfkin I had seen. He set off my Danger Sense
to the point which told me if I fought him, it’d be trouble. I
pinched a bit of fairy dust and used God Eye on him. His status was
enough to make me sweat. As for his race, I identified him as a Dire
Wolfkin. That was a wolfkin variant if I had ever seen one. As we
approached the throne, the man stood and walked down the small set of
stairs to greet us. He didn’t need to be in a chair to be opposing,
especially to the rather short Esmore.


  “Esmore representatives. I’m sorry
you had to be greeted in such a manner.” The man dropped to a knee
and held out his hand, speaking in a low and polite rumble. “It was
not my intent, but these were trying times. My name is Lord Duran.”


  Pait squared his shoulders. He was the
kind of person that could face down anyone, even a giant, without
flinching. He offered his hand, but he also met the lord’s eyes
without blinking.


  “I think you owe us an explanation,”
Pait said as the pair shook hands, the larger wolfkin’s hand
engulfing Pait’s.


  The wolfkin’s shoulders flinched, and
he gave a slow nod, his ears lowering against his head. That motion
took away all the intimidation he gave off in an instant. He seemed
surprisingly meek despite his massive physique.


  “This is a difficult thing to speak
about,” he admitted. “However, to be frank, Dioshin is in danger.
We need help.”


  That much was obvious.


  





  [image: 47]



  

    [image: t]

  

ord Duran stood back up, but he didn’t
return to his seat. Pait watched him carefully. Of everyone there,
Pait was the only one who had the right to speak to him. He was a
lord, after all, and while I didn’t know his rank, it was his
castle, and respect needed to be shown. Pait was a representative of
Esmore, which meant he had the authority to speak to him.
Comparatively, neither the adventuring group nor the dwarf dungeon
guide would feel like they could open their mouth.



  Alysia was a princess and I was a
noble, so neither of us would have problems speaking, except we were
currently hiding. She was just a sword and I was a servant and
bodyguard. Thus, as much as I wanted to speak up about the situation,
I kept my mouth shut and head lowered.


  “Perhaps, you should explain from the
beginning.” Pait offered.


  “The beginning… right.” Lord
Duran seemed to accept Pait’s words. “I suppose I should remind
you there are things I can tell you and things I can’t. You are a
foreign nation. If I simply told you everything, that would be
treason. Just telling you what I know so far might be considered
treason.”


  “I understand. While I can’t
promise I won’t report things to my government, I will try to be
tactful.” Pait declared in a diplomatic voice.


  The wolfkin sighed and nodded.
“Alright, I suppose it’s no secret that we’ve been experiencing
civil unrest. Dioshin has always existed with the belief that the
strongest survive. Ignoring variants, there are twelve families of
animalkin. They are the wolfkin, catkin, foxkin, rabbitkin,
hoovedkin, dragonkin, squirrelkin, beastkin, birdkin, apekin,
bearkin, and murinekin.


  “Some species of animalkin are in
such a low quantity they group together. For example, the beastkin
are made up of rhinokin, crockin, elephantkin, and hippokin.
Meanwhile, the hoovedkin include cariboukin, deerkin, and horsekin.
The murinekin includes mousekin and ratkin. One would think
squirrelkin and rabbitkin would be part of them, but their tribes are
so vast on their own they separated their tribes.


  “Anyway, the leader of each tribe is
given the rank of a lord, and the leader of the strongest kin is
given the title of king. The strongest kin for the last few hundred
years have been the catkin. The lionkin variant, in particular, has
managed to reign supreme over these lands. King Roth has been king
for the last ten years.”


  “Let me guess, the wolfkin don’t
like being under catkin?” Pait offered.


  “Not at all.” Lord Duran shook his
head. “We’re far too independent to want to be bothered. We
prefer sticking to our own rather than ruling others. The problem
stemmed from an unexpected source. The rabbitkin have grown tired of
being suppressed by the catkin. They’ve been revolting, starting a
few months ago. They managed to convince the squirrelkin and
murinekin to join them a few weeks ago, and that’s why things are
growing difficult.”


  Cats and dogs not getting along. The
rabbits staging an uprising. A lion king? Why did it all feel like a
bad joke? I kept my mouth shut. I felt like I might be stereotyping.
For my animalkin slave girls, not to mention the animalkin population
back in Chalm, I would bury my apparent prejudices.
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’m well aware of your country’s
political structure,” Pait spoke up. “I also know about the
difficulties you’ve been experiencing between warring tribes. How
does that lead to deaths we witnessed?”



  Although Pait spoke up, I wasn’t used
to talking about Dioshin’s situation, so I appreciated a little
backstory. I realized Lord Duran was beating around the bush, though.
He could only talk about things we already knew. If he gave away
country secrets to a rival nation, it’d be bad. It was one thing to
be talking to an Esmorian about it, but if he knew there was someone
from Aberis present, it’d be even worse.


  “At first, the catkin tribe didn’t
take them very seriously. However, what the rabbitkin lack in
strength, they make up for in numbers. The catkin remained in power
as opposed to the beastkin or bearkin exactly because of their
mixture between population and power. There are a lot of catkins, and
the occasional lionkin, tigerkin, pantherkin, or cheetahkin variant
ensures their tribe remains at the peak of power.


  “The rabbitkin don’t have any
particularly impressive variants. They have the occasional bunnykin,
but they are renowned for being cute. However, they made up for it
with numbers. There have been several scuffles, but it’s becoming
clear that the catkin have the rabbitkin beat, even with their recent
alliances. That’s when the resistance came up with a new strategy.
They sought out the foxkin.”


  When he said those words, Lord Duran
shook slightly, whining under his breath as if the very mention of
foxes was offensive. I frowned, but I kept the anger from appearing
on my face. Miki was a foxkin, so that was how she might be involved
with everything.


  “As you may know, foxkin has a
variant with spiritual tails. They can connect with the other side.
They bring about ghost monsters, and, in general, are a creepy breed.
Many species wanted the foxkin wiped out. Their abilities are too
dangerous and they mess with the natural order of the world. However,
the catkin always played guardian over the foxkin, protecting them
and keeping them safe.”


  Pait raised an eyebrow. “Then why
would the rabbitkin expect the foxkin to assist them?”


  “Why, indeed?” Lord Duran nodded.
“Their betrayal has been especially shocking. However, the results
have been clear.”


  “The results?”


  “You saw it yourself, didn’t you? A
city of the dead, with their souls sucked out. It hasn’t started
attacking the larger cities yet, those with a significant military
presence and walls, thankfully, but it is only a matter of time. It’s
been taking out village after village. Every day, I learn of another
village that was wiped out through the night.”


  “It?”


  “A monster… some kind of
soul-sucking creature. The foxkin somehow summoned it, and now it’s
going on a rampage.”


  “Shouldn’t it be attacking the
catkin if their problem is with them?”


  “Should…” he sighed. “That’s
the problem with releasing your ultimate weapon… once it is out,
you can no longer decide what it destroys. Just as many rabbitkin
villages have been destroyed as anything else.”


  “This monster, what is it?” Pait
asked.


  “No one knows. At least, no one from
my tribe. I’m only getting involved because, as you see, my tribe
is being attacked. It’s never been seen by a survivor. I’ve only
heard the name people call it.”


  “What is its name?”


  “Death.”
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ith all due respect, what exactly do
you want a representative from Esmore to do with this information?”
Pait asked, putting his hands behind his back. “Even if we wished
to help, I lack the resources to offer anything of use to you.
Furthermore, I don’t make it a habit of risking my life
needlessly.”



  Lord Duran didn’t seem taken aback by
Pait’s comment. Rather, he seemed to have expected it. He nodded
his slowly.


  “There’s a reason I’ve brought
you here and told you about this.” He spoke slowly and
deliberately. “What I’m about to ask you would upset many, so I
hope you’re willing to keep this request sealed.”


  At that point, Lord Duran didn’t just
look at Pait, but everyone standing there. I was surprised he didn’t
send everyone else out of the room. If there was a reason for that, I
couldn’t see it. The adventurers and the dwarf nodded. I followed
suit. Only once everyone agreed did the Lord Duran continue.


  “I need you to contact Aberis.”


  That caused Pait to raise an eyebrow.
“Dioshin isn’t on good terms with Aberis.”


  “I know.” He frowned. “King Roth
declared a no-contact order with anyone from Aberis. The guilds still
meet behind our backs. The slavers are always trading and the
adventurers are always exchanging valuable information. Ever since a
certain lord has taken an interest in the wilderness, tensions on the
border have increased. If it wasn’t for this ill-timed rebellion,
that would have been our focus.”


  It was only thanks to mimic that I was
able to keep my cool at that declaration. I hadn’t expected my
actions to be worth notice, let alone be the focus of a powerful
king. I was extremely lucky then that Dioshin was having problems. If
they made a move, I would have been in a lot of trouble.


  “I suppose I should ask, why do you
wish to contact Aberis?”


  “It’s not so much Aberis that I
care about. It’s their church. Aberis’s priests are adept at
dealing with ghosts and other soul-based creatures.”


  “Doesn’t Dioshin have their own
church?”


  “It’s true, we have our own
division of the church, but they don’t specialize in such things,”
he admitted.


  It wasn’t that surprising, given
their attitude toward foxkin. They detested anything dealing with
spirits and souls. Priests had a closer relationship with spirits
than most. In that case, did they even have such a thing as
Resurrection? I didn’t know, and unfortunately, I had to keep my
mouth shut or risk exposing my identity.


  “I’m familiar with Aberis’s
nobility.” Pait scratched his chin while specifically not looking
in my direction. “However, I also know they recently had conflict
with the Ost Republic, and the majority of them are currently dealing
with that situation.”


  Lord Duran lowered his head. “I
understand. It was just a hope of mine.”


  There was a moment of solemn silence as
Pait looked awkwardly at Lord Duran’s lowered head.


  I tilted my head from side to side and
let out a sigh, taking a step forward. “If you need someone to look
into this, I have the qualifications.”


  Pait shot me a shocked glance, and Lord
Duran looked at me in confusion.


  “And who are you?” he asked.


  I dropped the disguise, returning my
features to normal. “I am Lord Deek Deekson of Aberis.”
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ord Duran’s eyes widened at my
announcement before he shot Pait a look. “You snuck an Aberis lord
into our country?”



  “Weren’t you planning to sneak a
group of priests in?” I asked.


  Duran stiffened, then let out a sigh.
“I suppose you have a point. I should have realized from your
smell, but I’m not very familiar with Osterians, so I thought I was
mistaken. You also have a lot of strange smells on you, dragonkin,
fairy, and some others besides. I thought you might live a peculiar
life.”


  I cleared my throat, not realizing my
scent gave away so much. When I had Celeste with me, she would use
her wind magic to cover up and block our scents so no one could
detect us. I didn’t expect my scent to be a factor in a social
situation, anyway.


  “I have some experience with spirits.
I could clear out old Chalm.”


  “Yes, I heard about that. I’ve
heard you’re particularly adept with dungeons.”


  I was once again surprised that he
heard of me. Before, he only mentioned he knew of a lord who was
claiming the wilderness. It looked like his familiarity with me was
more than I originally expected. I ignored Pait glowering at me. By
standing up, I revealed Pait’s indiscretions. That might cause
Esmore issues down the line. I would have to make it up to Pait
later, but I had a feeling that if I didn’t speak up when I did, I
would lose my chance.


  “Anyway, if you’re looking for
someone to deal with the soul eater, I’m probably the most
qualified person you’ll find,” I explained.


  I didn’t want to be too full of
myself, but I cut my soul in two, reforged it, and refined that soul
in a soul dungeon. My blade also contained a soul. Whatever creature
was sucking out the souls of enemies, while such a thing worried me,
I had a feeling it wouldn’t be able to suck out my soul. I had been
told many times my soul was on a completely different level, too
resilient to be easily defeated. Considering my soul was also
anchored to a dungeon, I didn’t think the enemy could deal with me.


  At the worst, I could chop its attacks
with Alysia before it even reached me. I didn’t want to bite off
more than I could chew, but if I didn’t have the confidence to do
what needed to be done, then why even bother? Furthermore, who else
was going to do it? The creature was killing lives. They may be
people from another country, but they didn’t look that much
different from the residents of Chalm. I wasn’t a monster who could
just watch while people needlessly died because it was inconvenient.


  “If you say you have the ability and
are willing, then I implore you for your assistance.” Lord Duran
bowed his head.


  “Ah, first, let’s talk about what I
get out of it.”


  What? I wasn’t going to be stupid
either. If I was going to put my life on the line to help the
Dioshin, then it needed to be worth my while.
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ord Duran crossed his arms, his ears
standing on end. “What are your demands?”



  “I only have three demands,” I
admitted. “First, someone close to me entered your lands. I need
her to be located.”


  “Someone?”


  I feared the worst. If they brought
Miki into the revolt because they thought she could deal with the
threat, then it was possible that her soul was lost as well. No,
there was no way she’d be defeated on a spiritual level. Miki would
survive. Of course, there was a lingering suspicion in the back of my
mind, but I wasn’t willing to entertain the possibility without any
evidence. The idea that my sweet Miki was the one responsible for
those deaths was outrageous.


  “Her name is Miki. She’s a
nine-tailed foxkin who was recently summoned back to Dioshin.”


  One reason I asked in such a way was
because I wanted to see what the lord knew. As I gave Miki’s name,
I watched the lord’s face extremely carefully, looking for any sign
of recognition or surprise. Regrettably, or perhaps fortunately, he
showed no signs. His face was only mildly inquisitive.


  “Miki? A nine-tailed foxkin? Don’t
those breeds all die?”


  “She did not.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t know of her.
However, I will use my contacts and see if I can ascertain where she
might be in Dioshin, and who came to get her.”


  “That is all that I ask.” I nodded.


  Since he didn’t show any indication
that he recognized Miki beyond her variant form, I didn’t press
things any more. I regreted that I didn’t have any leads, but
things could be worse.


  “What about the second thing?”


  “I would like a detailed map of
Dioshin.”


  “That…” Lord Duran made a face.


  “Is that so unreasonable?”


  Dioshin certainly liked to remain
secretive.


  “It’s not so much that I don’t
want to, as I am unable. Each tribe is responsible for its own
territory, and there is no cross between them. The traveling guilds
have tried to map out Dioshin several times, but the lords don’t
like to have their lands seen by people that are not their kind. As a
result, all maps are incomplete. I can get you a complete map of the
wolfkin tribe, but as for the rest of Dioshin, it will be dependent
on each tribe.”


  That sounded complicated. I didn’t
want to get into it, though, so I only nodded in acquiescence.


  “In that case, I wonder if my final
request can be met.”


  “What request?” Lord Duran narrowed
his eyes suspiciously.


  “A travel route through Dioshin to
Jespain.”


  Lord Duran hadn’t reacted much to the
first two requests, but the last request caused his ears to perk up
and his mouth to drop.


  “You…”


  “This condition is non-negotiable,”
I declared.


  He stared at me for a moment, then
looked away. “What you ask… is something even the Esmore do not
have. We do not allow others to cross our lands. To many tribes,
allowing merchants to pass through us would feel like we’re being
walked over. You might as well ask that I kneel and allow you to step
on my head.


  “Alright, how about I just go over
your head?”


  “What?”


  I cleared my throat. “I mean, allow
me to just once see the western side of Dioshin. I’d just like to
see Jespain once. That is all.”


  I started with the former so I could
pull back the request. It wasn’t important to me to pass across
Dioshin. If anything, that path would always be wrought with
difficulty, both physically and politically. However, once I had
Jespain in my map, I could create portals, bring over others, then
they could create portals of their own. Just like getting into
Dioshin, once I was there, I could come and leave all I wanted.


  With such a compromise, Lord Duran had
no choice but to nod his head. We had an agreement, I just had to
take down Death itself. Well, I faced plenty of challenges before.
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re you truly confident you can deal
with this creature?” Pait asked.



  “As certain as I can be.” I
shrugged. “If my only other options are to turn back or become
guests of Lord Duran, I’d rather keep going forward.”


  We finalized the agreement with Lord
Duran and were shown to our rooms. Incidentally, if we refused, we
likely would have been permanent guests of Lord Duran, not allowed to
leave until the crisis was over. Well, that is what Pait stated.
Since he and Dav had no intention of risking their lives, they’d
remain in the safety of the castle while I went out to fight.


  However, I wasn’t going to go out
alone. Even if I wanted to, Lord Duran wouldn’t allow me to wander
around Dioshin. Dioshin wasn’t a place of mystery like Shie Gescar,
but it was a territorial place filled with animalkin that each cut
out their slice of land and didn’t take well to trespassers. If you
entered some areas of Dioshin without doing it properly, you were
bound to end up dead. It was truly a wild country. Thus, I traveled
with a small adventuring group of four wolfkins.


  The adventuring wolfkin were hunters,
skilled in tracking. They were also A-class adventurers in a party
known as the Wolf Pack. Lord Duran and I decided it would be best if
I didn’t reveal my presence to anyone else, so I would be
temporarily joining their party and taking on the request as part of
a mission. Thus, we depended on the adventuring guild, as well as my
ability to masquerade myself. I resumed the appearance of an
Osterian. Alysia’s presence as a former Osterian sold my disguise
to the others. Considering they were wolfkin, renowned for their
powerful noses, the fact that she smelled like an Osterian rather
than something else made her quite happy.


  Other than that, Lord Duran and I
didn’t discuss much else. He admitted he knew very little about the
soul-sucking creature, other than the direction it moved. That was
only based on the reports from the villages and groups wiped out.


  The adventuring guild was also at a
loss. Stopping the menace was an S-level mission, although no S-level
adventurers had taken the call to complete it. It wasn’t that
Dioshin didn’t have any S-level adventurers. It was more that those
adventurers were the top people of the nation, and were either
reclusive and hard to find, or busy with more important things, like
taking down dungeons or fighting in wars. While completing the
mission would net a lot of adventuring guild credit, since I wasn’t
registering under my true identity, it wouldn’t help me level at
all.


  Pait and I discussed everything he knew
about Dioshin deep into the night while I also went over the best map
the lord could provide. I used my Map ability to copy the details
into my skill immediately. Now, if I wanted to, I could redraw the
map in a few minutes if needed. Unfortunately, it was rather
incomplete, with entire swaths of land blank except for the label of
the tribe in control of that area.


  After discussing everything I thought
was worth it, I took my leave and slept in my prepared room. The
following morning, Pait and Dav arrived to send me off. Dav brought
me something to eat. I didn’t tell her my provisions I prepared
tasted better, and instead took her food appreciatively with a smile.


  “Then, there isn’t much else to say
other than to be safe.” Pait held out his hand. “I suppose we’ll
be parting ways until this is resolved.”


  I nodded and grabbed his hand. Although
I was taller, it wasn’t like I was bulky. Still, Pait’s hand
looked nearly like a child’s in my own. We shook and parted.


  I left the castle with four wolfkin
adventurers to defeat an unknown monster. In some ways, it felt like
the first true adventure I had gone on.
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he wolfkin known as the Wolf Pack
didn’t have the most imaginative name, but they were A class
adventurers and had a good idea of what they were doing. They moved
forward with a distinct purpose. We left the main city of the wolfkin
tribe before I really had a chance to check the place out. It was
probably fine. Along with my disguise ability, I could even appear as
a wolfkin. The only problem would be my smell not matching, but I
could probably come up with a solution for that.



  The four I traveled with didn’t talk
too much, or rather, a lot of their discussion seemed to be done
without opening their mouths. They had a series of gestures and looks
that seemed like they were communicating. I just didn’t know what
those things were, and felt left out. That’s when I wondered if
that was what non slaves felt when they moved around with my party.
I’d use Slave Communication for the majority of the speaking, and
it had to look something like the wolfkin party.


  We entered the forest, traveling off
the main road. The men originally gave me sidelong looks, but as I
kept up beside them without complaining or speaking, they acted more
respectfully. After a long day of travel, I cracked out the food and
began cooking. At that point, I won the men over completely.


  “I was uneasy about traveling with an
Osterian. I was worried you’d be holding us back, or do something
to get us killed,” the leader of the Wolf Pack spoke as he ate the
fried meat of a rabbit they caught along the way and I cooked up
barbeque style. “However, despite your size, you’re not too
loud.”


  “Lord Duran isn’t much smaller than
me,” I stated.


  “He is a wolfkin like us.” The man
spoke like that was obvious. “Still, the forest is a place for our
kind, but you have a wild air about you, like an animal. It is
reassuring.”


  “Um… thank you?”


  The man nodded as if that was all that
needed to be said.


  I wasn’t sure how to take being
called a wild animal, but they seemed to mean it. As for the skill
that impressed them, I’d like to take credit, but I cheated. The
reason I wasn’t loud was that I was used the dungeon skills Silent
Feet and Hide Presence. Once we entered the forest, I became mindful
of how loud I was as I was thumping along. After receiving a few
looks from the wolves, I realized I had to change things up. They
didn’t cost me very many points, so I splurged on a lot of similar
skills. Also, I watched how the wolfkin moved with Advanced Learning
activated, and I was quickly getting a feel for their footwork.


  After that, I got them to open up a bit
more. They didn’t know I was Deek Deekson or from Aberis. They knew
the mission was to take down the soul eater threatening the land.
They were also told by the lord that I could handle the monster. They
were close with a party previously sent out and never returned, so
they volunteered for the mission. Their best trait was that they
didn’t ask too many questions.


  I wasn’t lonely though, since on the
journey I still had Alysia I could talk to. Then again, she was a
woman of few words as well. I was starting to miss a chatterbox in
the group like Celeste or Salicia.


  Our progress continued the next
morning, and it was around afternoon when we ran into more bodies.
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t’s… evolving…” one of the
wolfkin stated as he stood up.



  We weren’t in a village, but in a
farmhouse. We noticed all the animals we passed were dead and checked
the house. It was another wiped out family. It was a bit different,
though. They had a more desiccated look to them. It was like the
creature was getting better and sucking out life force. Where the
previous batch only looked a little dry, the new bodies looked
halfway to mummified.


  Seeing the dead seemed to light a fire
under the wolfkin. They took threat more seriously and increased
their pace. They realized that every minute we didn’t end the
threat could mean another person died. I could keep up with them, but
if I had a shorter stride, I probably would have needed to depend on
dungeon skills to increase my speed. I mean, I still equipped them,
as they increased stamina and made it easier to maintain a quicker
pace, but I didn’t need them just to keep up.


  We reached a town in the evening. It
was already eerie approaching it because there were no lights lit. We
looked through buildings and found nothing but dead. We ended up
finding an empty house to stay the night. I noticed they didn’t
seem to be interested in doing something with the dead. They left
them lying there. It was the same thing in the first town. They knew
the town was filled with bodies, but left them to rot. As I cooked, I
decided to ask.


  “Do you have any rituals for the
dead?”


  It was the leader of the pack who
spoke. “It’s customary for the dead to be left to the wild, to
rejoin nature. As you took from the land, you will return to the
land. Maybe you will become food for a passing creature, or only food
for the worms. We prefer to let nature take its course.”


  “I see…”


  The wolfkin leader took a drink and
leaned back. “Once the soul leaves the body, all that is there is a
husk. It has no value. They need only a soul for resurrection, right?
With a powerful soul, they can rebuild a body from scratch. There’s
no value in it.”


  I nodded thoughtfully at his words. In
a way, he was right. In Gaia, there was no value in the body. They
could recreate bodies with magic in an instant. It would also be just
as strong as the previous. No matter how physically powerful you
became, it wasn’t like you and lost all of that progress and had to
rebuild your body once you were resurrected. Your soul contained a
blueprint of your body. It was the lore of your life and a summation
of your being.


  “There’s something nearby!” One
of the wolfkin jerked. “I smell death!”


  “We’ve encountered them so soon?”
the leader cursed.


  The men grabbed their weapons and
stepped outside immediately. I quickly joined them, summoning Alysia
by my side. Although the village was dark, I made out a figure
running straight at us.


  “Who are you?” the lead wolfkin
demanded.


  “Help!” a voice cried out. “Help
me!”


  Their voice was hoarse and desperate.
They sounded like someone in danger. The wolfkin still kept their
guard up, waiting for the man to reach us. He stumbled down, fell to
the ground, and I noticed he wasn’t a wolfkin. Rather, he appeared
to be a catkin.


  “Help me! She’ll kill me! She’ll
kill all of us!” His hood fell back, revealing a fairly normal,
panicked looking catkin.


  “She? She who?” the wolfkin leader
asked, grabbing the man. “The soul-eating monster?”


  “Soul eating…” The man shook his
head. “There is no soul-eating… there is only her.”


  “Her… who is her?”


  “Lady Death!”
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he came in the night.” The man shook.
“The darkness flooded out, then people died. I was sent out
scouting. It’s the only reason I survived. A cloud of darkness
floated by and engulfed the village. All our lights were snuffed out
at once, like a ghost. Then, I heard the screams of dying people. I
saw her, on the outside of town, dressed in white. The shadow
stretched out from her like a cape. It was her own shadow that
engulfed the city.”



  After we deduced the man wasn’t a
danger, the Wolf Pack brought him into the house and sat him down.
They gave him some food, then he relayed his story as he drank
something hot and huddled in some blankets one of the wolfkin
provided him. In normal circumstances, there might be some tension
between wolfkin and catkin, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t
set aside that bias in the name of the unity of Dioshin. It was for
that reason that despite existing as twelve independent tribes, they
still functioned as a single nation, keeping out invaders.


  “Do you know if she was an
animalkin?” one of the wolfkin softly pried.


  He thought about it for a second, then
shook his head. “I don’t know. She kept her hood up. I wasn’t
able to see her body or face. I was at a distance and I have the best
eyes in my village. It was the only reason I saw her.”


  His cat eyes shone in the light of the
fireplace we used, punctuating that fact.


  “If she kept her body hidden, how do
you know it was a she?” one of the other wolfkin asked.


  “Sh-she spoke… immediately before
the attack, she gave a warning.”


  “What did she say?”


  He looked up unblinking for a moment
before turning his head away. “Death comes for us all.” 


  “I guess that explains the name.”
The lead wolfkin sat back.


  Seeing the increasing number of
atrocities caused the Wolf Pack to grow steadily more somber. Since
they had an actual eye-witness account, they were truly taking things
seriously. It wasn’t just a mission of revenge. It was a mission
that could very well cost them their lives.


  “I need some air.” I declared,
slipping out.


  Everyone was so wrapped up in their
thoughts, they didn’t even glance up as I exited the building. 



  I wrapped my cloak around myself. Even
though the weather was warm, the night felt cold. I shivered as I
pondered the man’s words.


  “What are you thinking?” Alysia
asked.


  I went outside to be alone, but I was
never truly alone. Even if Alysia wasn’t there, Elaya, Astria, Xin,
and Celeste were all just a Slave Communication away. As my mana
increased, so did the distance I could form and maintain Slave
Communication. Without anything interfering with that connection,
like certain types of magic or dungeons, I could probably contact any
of my slaves from just about anywhere in the countries.
Unfortunately, most of the girls I worried about currently weren’t
my slaves, making the whole situation difficult.


  “I’m thinking about Miki,” I
answered.


  “Do you think it is her?” Alysia
inquired. “Do you think Miki is Lady Death?”


  “I originally refused to tolerate the
thought without some kind of evidence. Now…” I sighed. “I can’t
deny that Miki might be Lady Death.”
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hat would drive the meek and
mischievous Miki into slaughtering people? Of all the girls, she was
the most gentle and good-natured. If such a thing came from Shao, I
wouldn’t be surprised, but it was Miki. Not only was she a kind
soul, but with her mental abilities, she didn’t need to hurt people
to fight them. She could knock someone unconscious or use the power
of suggestion to bend them to her will. Although she was a powerful
spiritualist, she was the one most equipped to fight without killing
someone.


  Miki became popular in Chalm despite
the old prejudices against foxkin. She spent her free time assisting
the elderly and soothing their loved ones. It was said she was closer
to death than anyone. That used to be a source of fear, but it was
becoming a source of comfort. However, for her to become a
reincarnation of death, it wasn’t something I was willing to accept
without personally seeing it. That meant I had to find proof.


  That night, I returned to my bedding
and slept. In the morning, the Wolf Pack gave the man a few supplies,
mostly borrowed from the village we were in, and sent him on his way.
He was heading to the capital of the catkin to ask for further aid.
After he left, we packed up for our next day of the journey. At that
point, I plopped down a map I hastily drew on a table in front of the
Wolf Pack leader.


  “If my calculations are correct, we
should be about here.” I pointed to an area on the map.


   I didn’t calculate anything. I
knew exactly where we were because I could see it with my Map skill.
The Wolfkin looked down at my map and nodded with interest. He took
out ink and a quill from his own bag and started making some marks. I
didn’t mind. I borrowed the paper from the village, and making it
cost me nothing.


  “These are the spots we know Lady
Death has hit,” the pack leader explained. “Since there seems to
be a clear progression in her power, it seems like her path is moving
like this.”


  He drew a line, showing the direction
Lady Death was heading. She would be directly breaking into the
rabbitkin tribe. That’s when the leader wrote something else on my
map, causing my eyes to widen.


  “The rabbitkin capital?”


  “Every tribe has its own center of
power. You visited ours. I happen to know the rabbitkin seat rests
here.” When he got looks from his friends, he shrugged. “I used
to date a rabbitkin in my youth.”


  “Is it true what they say about
rabbitkin, boss?” one of the younger men licked his lips.


  “Get your head out of the gutter! We
have more important things to do!” his leader admonished him,
causing the older men to laugh.


  I took the pin and traced the other
direction. If the swirling pattern of movement was right, then there
was a starting point. The leader looked down at the line he drew, a
frown forming on his face.


  “If Lady Death is going to be going
through the rabbitkin capital, that means Lady Death started here.
We’re pretty close.” I pointed down at a point marked on the map.


  “What are you suggesting?” the pack
leader asked.


  “I think we need to get some answers.
We need to figure out how this all started.”


  As for where my finger pointed, it was
a location I got from the Slaver’s Guild. It was the place Miki was
born.
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t’s hard to determine exactly how
fast she’s moving, but based on the catkin’s words, she’ll
reach the rabbitkin capital inside two days. If we continue on our
current path, we’ll encounter her before she reaches it. If we go
to the foxkin tribe, I can’t guarantee we’ll be able to reach her
in time, and if we don’t intercept her in time…” He let the
words linger there.



  “If we intercept her without knowing
what we’re getting into, it’ll still work out the same way,” I
responded.


  “If she started there, it’s
possible, no, likely, everyone is dead. Right? If this is where Lady
Death started, then this would have been ground zero for facing her
wrath,” their leader protested.


  “You’re right,” I responded. “We
might find nothing but long-dead bodies.”


  I didn’t give him a counterargument.
Even if there was nothing but dead bodies, I would still go. I had to
see it for myself. I had to confirm. I had to know if it was Miki. I
didn’t want any more lives harmed, but I had my own way of doing
things. The leader’s fierce, predatory eyes matched my own. For a
moment, the pair of us stood there staring at each other. He gave off
a certain pressure, his eyes like blades, but I didn’t flinch. My
resolve was made. He looked away first.


  “We were ultimately ordered to follow
your lead. I will go where you send us.”


  I gave a nod. In animalkin terms, I
established myself as alpha of this pack. At the very least, their
leader deferred to me on it. As for getting there in time, I still
had the abilities of a Blue Mage. If I felt we couldn’t get there
in time, I would do what I had to do to stop Lady Death. However,
call it instinct, but I had a feeling I had to go to the foxkin
village. I had to find out what happened.


  We didn’t wait too much longer until
we were riding out of the city. However, we were no longer following
the path of Lady Death, but instead going to an area she hadn’t
been in likely months. It was the village that Miki was born. It
wasn’t the foxkin capital, but it was on the outskirts of Dioshin.
It was a town nearly pushed out of the animalkin country, abandoned
and forgotten.


  It was only a half-day journey before
we reached the village. As we drew closer, the frown on the leader’s
face deepened. There was no one out on the street. He let out a
bitter sigh. We wasted half a day traveling, and the village was no
different than any of the other villages. That was until we heard a
door slam.


  A man ducked into a door as soon as he
saw us, closing it. A woman walked nearby.


  “Excuse…” One of the wolfkin
tried to flag her down.


  The woman quickened her pace, racing
into an alley to avoid talking to us. The people there were very much
alive, but it still felt like a ghost town, like any of the other
places we visited. We had to get answers. The clock was ticking.
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ou’re the one who wanted to come
here. You lead the way,” the pack leader told me.



  “What exactly are we looking for?’”
Alysia asked cautiously.


  “I’ll know when I see it. Keep your
senses on alert.” I informed her and headed for a spot I hoped to
get information.


  That spot was none other than the inn.
I knew it was cliché, but not only did information run through that
building, but the innkeeper would be hard-pressed to run upon seeing
us. There was another reason I wanted to go there as well. I walked
into the building and was shocked to find the room was filled with
foxkin. Nearly three dozen people sat with their backs to me, and at
the front was a man standing up on a small table, which he was using
as a stage.


  With Life Sense, I had seen a large
gathering of people in the room. I hadn’t been certain what was
going on. It appeared I crashed a town meeting in progress.


  “Everyone relax, we do not need to
flee Dioshin,” the man on the stage was saying with his hands up.


  In many ways, he reminded me of our
mayor. He was a portly man, although he had more hair and a thick
beard as well. When he noticed me, his eyes widened as he locked onto
us.


  “They say there is a village to the
east that accepts our kind. The lord there is a hero who welcomes
animalkin. He’s a great healer. Maybe he can fix this,” a woman
cried out.


  “That place is as cursed as this one!
Haven’t you heard the rumors? Those people are nuts for staying
there. Plus, that’s where she came from!” a man stated.


  As they spoke, people followed the man
I presumed was the mayor’s gaze, and the crowd quickly hushed as
more and more eyes turned my way. Behind me, the Wolf Pack entered as
well. Overall, they were a bit of intimidating luck. They were basic
commoners. The best I could tell, the town didn’t even have an
adventuring guild, although it had a slaver’s guild. That would
have been my second direction had it not looked currently abandoned.


  Either way, a group of seasoned
adventurers would intimidate to anyone. Then again, I also probably
appeared a bit intimidating, as Osterians often did.


  “Don’t mind us,” I declared.
“We’re just here for a drink.” 



  I walked over to the bar, where the
only remaining seats were available, the wolves following. We sat
down as everyone in the room continued watching us.


  “Give me whatever you’re best at,”
I ordered, causing the man behind the bar, who was aimlessly watching
us, to jump before fumbling with some glasses and pouring us each a
drink.


  I took a glass full of some ale and
turned back to the crowd. They hadn’t moved or said a thing since
we entered. I glanced at the one standing on the table, raising an
eyebrow.


  “Well? They’re waiting.”
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ddressing the leader seemed to be
enough to snap him out of his stupor. He quickly straightened his
coat, glancing suspiciously at me.



  “I’m sorry, this meeting is a bit
private,” he stated, his voice sounding a bit tight.


  “You’re holding it in a public
area,” I reminded him.


  He stiffened slightly. “That as it
may… we don’t have many large meeting areas to speak. Perhaps I
can pay for your drink and a private room.”


  “These are wolfkin. Do you think they
won’t be able to hear you a room over?”


  He gave a bitter expression. “I mean,
we can find you temporary accommodations that are much more…
suiting for your station.”


  I lifted the ale, taking a sip. Poison
Immunity and Disease Resistance were equipped. I generally kept it
on, so I didn’t need to worry about what I ate or drank. Well, I
probably wouldn’t eat disgusting things unless I had to, but I also
didn’t want to have to deal with diseases. As to why poison was
called immunity, while the disease was resistance, I couldn’t
guess. They functioned the same way. They had multiple levels and,
like many dungeon skills, the more you poured into them, the higher
the resistance. Frankly, I never needed something beyond level one,
but I supposed if there was some kind of magical poison or disease, a
higher level would be good.


  As I slowly drank, the mayor seemed to
wait for my answer. The wolfkin wore expressions of indifference, as
if they didn’t care where they were. They took casual, silent sips,
taking the opportunity to relax a bit. When I finished drinking, I
put the glass on the bar and stood. Given my size, I wasn’t much
harder to see than the mayor.


  “Miki,” I said.


  The crowd of people flinched. If there
was any doubt they knew something about her, or that she had any
connection with what was going on, it was completely gone.


  “I-I-I’m sorry, who?” the mayor
nervously spoke, although he was sweating.


  “You know her,” I declared. “Foxkin
girl. Nine tails. As I understand it, they’re extremely rare. To
see one born, let alone living until you could sell her off to
slavery, she’d be hard to forget, I think.”


  “A-ah… r-right… Miki… we sold
her to a slaver. She was very sick and didn’t want to be an
inconvenience to her family any longer. That was many years ago. She
likely died…” His voice gained strength as he came up with a new
lie so obvious, I didn’t need Celeste to tell me the difference.


  “Two months ago, she was about a
day’s travel east of here, in the wildlands. Then, a group of
animalkin told her she needed to return home to help her family.
Return here,” I stated, causing the mayor’s expression to turn
ugly. “So, where is she?”


  I revealed a lot of what I knew,
causing the wolf pack to turn to me with surprise. However, they
weren’t that surprised. They knew that I was sent to deal with the
menace. If I didn’t have some connection to it, then why would
their lord have depended on me? As for the rest of the crowd, their
expressions were a mixture of shock, fear, and even disgust.


  The mayor’s eyes narrowed. “Who is
Miki to you?”


  I supposed it was time to go for broke.
I took a step forward, and the disguise around me transformed back
into my original face.


  “I am Lord Deek Deekson. Miki was my
slave. Now, what did you do to her?”
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y true appearance definitely startled
the Wolf Pack, although everyone gasped. A silence pierced the room
several moments as they took it in. The town wasn’t so large a town
I worried about what they thought. Revealing myself to be a human and
a lord might have some risk elsewhere, but I was already in a town of
rejects.



  A woman stood up and threw a finger in
my direction. “It’s your fault!”


  Her words startled me, but they seemed
to open a floodgate for the rest. Other people stood up as well,
shooting accusatory or hateful looks my way.


  “You gave her that power!”


  “You brought here!”


  “She’s the reason we’re cursed!”


  “Curse?” I asked, but my voice was
lost to a torrid of angry shouts.


  The wolfkin stood as the crowd was
quickly became hostile. Some people grabbed whatever was near them as
if they were a moment from throwing them.


  “You should have let her die.”


  “You’re the reason we suffer.”


  “This is your responsibility!”


  At that moment, someone let loose. It
was a glass like the one I was drinking out of, except that they
aimed it at my head. I moved my hand, causing my sword to form. I
blocked the drink with the broadside of the blade and slammed it into
the ground, causing a resounding thud that cut through the screaming
crowds.


  “Enough!” I bellowed, causing the
entire group to silence in an instant, and even making a few break
into tears. “I came here for answers, not accusations. I already
take it by your actions that Miki is connected to Lady Death. She
started here. What. Did. You. Do?”


  I cut off each word, and it was enough
that several rage-filled eyes turned to shame, looking away to avoid
my gaze.


  “It seems…” the mayor’s voice
arose, causing everyone to turn to him. “That it is impossible now
to continue to hide our story.”


  “So, you’ll speak? Good, start by
answering my questions. Why are you cursed?”


  “It… wasn’t us. It was the catkin
who did this.”


  “The catkin?” I frowned.


  “It was the king’s orders. We
couldn’t disobey…” he spoke helplessly like he’d given up all
hope.


  “The king?’ the wolf pack leader
spoke out in startlement. “Don’t you mean the rabbitkin?”


  The mayor looked confused for a moment
before shaking his head. “No, these were catkin who built it. They
were the ones who were doing…”


  His voice broke, and he stopped
talking.


  “What did they build?” I demanded,
walking toward him. “What were they doing?”


  The mayor let out a sigh. “I need to
show you something.”


  He stepped down from the table, his
head lowered in defeat, his tail down. The people remained silent as
they watched him walk up to, then past me, heading to the door. I
looked at the four wolfkins and then gave a nod, following behind the
leader.


  “When were you going to tell us you
knew Lady Death?” the pack leader whispered as we left the inn.


  “I didn’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m
sorry I kept what I knew from you, but it was safer that way.”


  The wolfkin looked around at the icy
and still somewhat hostile stares of the foxkin, then shuddered. “It
might have been safer had you kept it in.”


  “We don’t have time,” I
responded. “We need to understand what happened.”


  Our group walked out of the inn,
following the mayor to see what he had to show.
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he foxkin leader, who I presumed was
the mayor, led the way and we followed. Given that the town was quite
small and almost everyone hid indoors, it didn’t take us long to
reach our destination. The location was a large building. I didn’t
understand the purpose until I was inside. In some ways, it was
reminiscent of the rooms Astria built where she was turning local
girls into fairies. There were rows of beds, and sickly-looking
children filled every single one. I noticed a lack of children when I
arrived, but I hadn’t thought much about it. It seemed like every
child in the village might be there.



  “This is… a hospital?”


  “After… it happened, all the
children in the village became ill,” he responded weakly.


  “It?”


  “Her curse… she cursed us all to
death. She said it was the gift we deserved.” He wore a bitter
expression, as if lost in his thoughts. 


  “You don’t look dead to me,” I
frowned.


  “The adults are faring better, but
make no mistake. We’re all sick. You may think Lady Death spared
us. This is far from the truth. She is just doing it slower.”


  Whether Miki caused it or not, I
couldn’t sit back while children suffered. I walked to one bed and
put my hand on the forehead of one child. The child had their eyes
closed, but they squeezed them shut like they were in pain. The
child’s forehead was sweaty, their body pale and thin.


  I hadn’t noticed beforehand, perhaps
because it was Miki’s village and was expecting other foxkin to
look similar to her, but the foxkin were pale and thin. I tried to
think of any other foxkin I encountered, and I didn’t recall there
being a staple for their kind.


  I pulled out various spells from my
White Mage arsenal, using Moderate Heal, Moderate Heal Poison,
Purify, Cure Disease, and so on. I ran down the list of fixes I
knew, and a few moments later, the child’s eyes eased and their
complexion improved.


  “Y-you’re a priest?” the leader
asked worriedly.


  As a general rule, the animalkin didn’t
like priests. They were too closely associated with spirits and
death. Even the foxkin had that level of unease. Foxkin had a
tendency to produce animalkin with spiritual tails, so I hoped it
would be better. I hoped, but knowing what ultimately happened to
Miki, my hopes hadn’t been high.


  I asked the wolfkin how their kind was
resurrected, and apparently, their church had shamans instead of
priests. As for how shamans differed from priests, I didn’t know,
but I could imagine the similarities suitable for the animalkin. If
priests could be said to use mana, and dark priests used miasma, then
perhaps shamans depended on Gaia. It might be something like that.


  “No, I’m just a mage with some
healing abilities,” I explained as simply as I could, causing his
tension to ease.


  From there, I moved to each of the
children and healed them. It had been a while since I focused so much
on healing.


  {White Mage has increased to level
60.}


  {You have unlocked the spell,
Regeneration.}


  It wasn’t the first time my job
skills showed a redundancy with my dungeon points. Regeneration was
different, though. Regen only worked on me, while I could cast
Regeneration on anyone. I was curious how quickly I would heal if I
cast Regeneration and equipped Regen. It seemed like my path to
becoming a broken character was continuing.


  “Thank you for this,” he said.
“Unfortunately, it won’t change our fates. Let’s continue.”


  “This isn’t what you wanted to show
me?”


  He shook his head, a look of shame on
his face. There was more to see.
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he mayor led me to the back of the
hospital to a stairway that descended. I thought we’d end up in a
basement, but there was a strange underground path that led away from
the village. The mayor didn’t say anything, and I remained
cautious. There was always the possibility he was leading us into a
trap. However, I wasn’t so easy to contain. I had four seasoned
warriors and my Blue Mage abilities. I had confidence there wasn’t
anything the mayor could pull that could hurt us. Besides that, I
didn’t feel any malice or danger.



  Our group reached the end of the
hallway, coming into an underground structure. The walls changed from
rock to brick, and there were lowing rocks keeping the area lit.
There wasn’t any specific thing called a glow rock, but basically,
any magical item that could glow for an extended period was called a
glow rock. Most people didn’t have my orbs, so they used candles
and torches, but richer people found a source of glow rocks.


  For a village as small as Miki’s,
finding glow rocks was surprising. Most of the buildings were made of
wood and thatch, so the brick already stood out. The corridor led
into a massive room. It appeared to be some kind of reception room,
not unlike what you might find in an adventuring guild. The mayor
came to an abrupt stop before turning back to us.


  “This is as far as I’ll go,” he
announced.


  I raised an eyebrow. “You said that
you had something to show me.”


  “It’s down there.” He pointed to
the stairway. “The answers you seek are at the bottom of this
place.”


  “And I can’t convince you to lead
the way?” I hadn’t put Alysia away, and I stroked her
intimidatingly as I glared at him.


  He turned rigid, his mouth tightening.
“This place… is a cursed place. I won’t walk into those
depths.”


  He seemed pretty firm. It looked like
threatening would only go so far. I sighed and dropped my blade,
turning back to the Wolf Pack.


  “Stay here and watch him. I’ll
continue.”


  If Miki really was involved in
everything, then there might be some things I didn’t want the
others to see. I decided it was best to continue. Plus, I wanted
someone to watch the mayor, as I wasn’t completely trusting of him.
The Wolf Pack leader nodded, and I walked past the group and
continued down the stairway.


  “M-master… you should warn me
before you touch me like that,” Alysia cried.


  “Ah!” I coughed. “S-sorry…”


  I had been intimidating the mayor, but
apparently, I ended up stimulating Alysia and making things difficult
for her. I repented immediately, allowing her to return to her
blessing. I could make her appear nearly instantly, so there was no
point in having her out. I only did it to keep up with the
intimidation.


  “What does he mean by this place
being cursed?” Alysia wondered out loud as we reached the second
floor.


  “You haven’t noticed?” I asked.


  “Hmm? What’s that?”


  “The miasma down here is rather
thick. This place also looks strange. Too even… too organized,” I
explained. “This place was a dungeon?”
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 dungeon?” Alysia let out an alarmed
gasp.



  “Well, it isn’t anymore. The core
was removed. This is just the dried-up husk of a dead dungeon,” I
responded.


  “Oh…” Alysia’s response was
contemplative.


  A dungeon could exist without the
dungeon core, but only for a short period. Eventually, the connection
between the two would cease, and the dungeon would break apart. We
were in such a dungeon. If the core was destroyed, the entrances to
the dungeon would have collapsed and it would have more quickly
broken apart. It was a slower death. Based on the loss of miasma, the
core must have been taken a month or two before.


  “Around the time Lady Death
appeared,” I sighed.


  “Master?”


  “Come on… let’s keep going.”


  I continued walking down the dead
hallways. There wasn’t much dust, but the entire place had a
feeling of decay and abandonment. The hallways had many offshoot
rooms. They varied in function. There were some that were residences.
Some were mess halls. Some had purposes I couldn’t even guess.


  “If the lore is gone, how can we hope
to learn what happened to Miki here?”


  “This dungeon is different,” I
responded. “People were living here until recently. This wasn’t
just a dungeon. It was a workplace. The catkin turned a dungeon into
a portable building.”


  “S-seriously? Dungeons can be used
even in this manner?”


  “Based on appearances, I guess so.”
I reached the stairway to the third floor, not hesitating to
continue.


  “What were they doing here?”


  “I can offer a guess.” I frowned.


  “What is it?” Alysia couldn’t
help but ask.


  “A few of these rooms appear to be
labs. I’ve seen rooms dedicated to alchemy and others to runes and
formations. I believe this was a research facility.”


  “A research facility.”


  “You are correct,” a voice called
out of nowhere.


  I summoned Alysia immediately, spinning
to see a man standing behind me. He appeared to be a foxkin. He wore
glasses and a large lab coat. I just walked past, and he was standing
there. There was no way I would have missed him.


  “Who are you?”


  “I suppose you would call me the
former dungeon master of this facility,” he spoke calmly. “I
detected the presence of another dungeon master. I’m afraid there
isn’t much to take from this place, though.”


  He seemed peaceful, so I put away my
blade, but I kept myself ready. I remembered how quickly Gram
attacked before. If I had to use Return and portal back, it’d be a
pain, especially since I was so close to the answers I sought.


  “Yeah, I get that a lot.” I gritted
my teeth. “This place is a laboratory?”


  He nodded. “This is the finest in
animalkin engineering. A curse by design. It can be set up anywhere.
Experiments can be run in secret, and when the time comes, the entire
thing can be collapsed, leaving not a trace behind.”


  “I take it that this didn’t
happen.”


  “No,” he sighed. “Six weeks ago,
one of the subjects broke containment. The core was lost, and
everyone in the facility died.”


  “Subject?” I sneered. “Don’t
you mean…”


  “Yes, Lady Death.”
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ome with me.” The man touched a
button next to him, causing a wall to open up and reveal a staircase.
“Shortcut.”



  He gave a strange smile before turning
and walking away. He was a shady character, but I didn’t know a
single dungeon master who wasn’t. I was a dungeon master, though.
It seemed self-destructive to think badly of all dungeon masters. 



   I followed him down the staircase,
although I maintained a fair distance and kept myself ready. After
experiencing Matty’s Dungeon, I made sure to keep my awareness for
traps high. After all, not every trap would be as escapable as his. 



  The flight went down several levels. I
wasn’t sure if that shortcut was always there, or if he created it
with the intended purpose of taking me. It would have used up a lot
of the dungeon’s remaining miasma to do something like that. The
pair of us entered a space that might have been a boss room, except
the room was refitted into something that resembled a laboratory
instead. There were various tables filled with chemicals, but it was
the tables with straps that looked like they had people on them that
caught my interest.


  “Alright, you were doing
experiments,” I declared. “What for?”


  “The experiments were rather simple.
They’re about obtaining immortality.”


  “Immortality?” I blinked. “Not a
weapon? I thought this had to do with the issues with the rabbitkin?”


  “Perhaps, in a way, it does.” The
man shrugged. “The king is getting on in years. He died recently
from a sudden sickness and had to be resurrected.”


  My eyebrows rose. I never thought about
such a thing before. I was in a world with resurrection. Exactly how
did old age work? I knew some lived for thousands of years, not to
mention dungeon copies like Elaya. Death was always a screwy thing.
For most commoners, getting resurrected was a costly business. Most
died simply because they couldn’t afford to be resurrected. That
wasn’t an issue for the rich, though.


  “If they resurrected him, is there an
issue?” I asked, expecting there was.


  “You may not understand this, but as
the body grows older, so does our soul. Souls only become larger and
more fragile the longer we go. The more bloated a soul becomes, the
more fragile it is, and the harder Resurrection is to perform. The
reason there is an uprising is that our King has become weak with
age. Inevitably, he will come to his final rest. It might not be the
next time, but he will only find himself more and more susceptible to
death until it finally takes him. This is the nature of life. No one
can avoid it. Of course, there are some that attempt rebirth, but are
you even you after such an event?”


  “So, the king set up research out
here so you could buy him time, right?” I tried to keep him on
topic. “Why here?”


  I wanted to ask why Miki, but I held
off.


  “You haven’t figured it out?” he
asked, an arrogant look in his eye. “The foxkin. Who is closer to
death than a tailed foxkin?”
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he villagers were all too eager to give
up their cursed relatives.” As he spoke, he walked past the tables,
his hands dragging along as if he was experiencing a pleasant memory.
“We started with the four-tails and higher, but there were only a
few of them. We eventually took any fox with a spirit tail. They
started resisting when we came for the two-tailed foxes, but they
quickly succumbed to our requests. This research has been going on
for a while now.”



  “You were researching spirit foxes
and spirit fire to try to circumvent death?”


  “Ultimately, it is a weakening of the
soul that leads to death. Those spiritual tails connect directly to
the soul. What we ultimately discovered was that we could take the
soul energy from one person and grant it to another.”


  “That’s… what a dungeon does.”
My eyes narrowed.


  “You’re correct. It’s no accident
that the research was carried out in a dungeon. We desired to create
a means of enhancing a soul, rejuvenating it. You know, no matter how
powerful a healing spell, it will only ever heal the body. Even
spells that nurture the soul only purify and refine it. They don’t
grow the soul at all.”


  Growing a soul differed greatly from
what he was suggesting. A soul was a person’s lore, so it only made
sense the lore grew the longer the person lived. However, just as an
old person loses their sense and memory, that lore becomes unstable
and eventually falls apart. The fact that as the body grows old, it
also becomes more susceptible to death, and repeating resurrections
damage the soul, it was no wonder it was only a matter of time before
people died.


  However, if someone could create new
lore, they could graph it onto the old lore, strengthening it. That
was the essence of my dungeon blessings. They were a type of lore
graphed onto my soul. I had an exceptionally powerful soul, and there
was no saying how long a life I’d live because of it. I hadn’t
thought much of it, but there was a very real chance I could live
hundreds if not thousands of years because of what had happened to my
body and soul. It was a thought I wasn’t ready to deal with.


  As for the king, it sounded like he was
reaching his limit and was willing to do whatever it took to live a
little longer. That meant he opened a laboratory and experimented on
foxkin. I thought I already understood the majority of what had
happened now, but I still needed to confirm things.


  “I take it you succeeded?”


  “We were close for the longest time,”
the man sighed. “However, every conduit we created was
insufficient. Souls are much too cumbersome, and too much was lost in
the transfer process. The souls were ultimately destroyed. Even when
we used the soul of a foxkin with another foxkin, it still ended up
not succeeding.”


  “You would do this to your own
people?” I asked in disbelief. “The king didn’t force you?”


  “Force me? Why would he need to? Is
there something unique because my tail looks one way and not
another?” He snorted. “Who could understand death better than a
foxkin? No… I volunteered for this.” 



  I was trying to discern if there was
any level of redemption possible for this man, and he was found
wanting. My expression continued to darken. 



  “I take it, you eventually
succeeded.” I decided to keep him talking. 



  “Yes, failure after failure, I
realized we were missing something. That’s when I heard about a
certain foxkin who left the village. They stupidly sold her as a
slave only a few months before we started our experiments.”


  I trembled slightly, trying to keep
myself under control. “Lady Death.”


  “I needed a nine-tailed fox to
complete the conduit, and luckily, I found one close by!”
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o, what?” I asked, Alysia trying to
calm me down. “You captured her and forced her into your
experiment?”



  “That wasn’t even necessary,” the
man chuckled. “She volunteered just like me.”


  “…” 



  “I might have convinced her that if
she allowed us to do it, she could find a way to bring back her
precious, deceased Master. It wasn’t a lie. In theory, if she
became powerful enough, she’d can track down and recover even the
most damaged of lore. Of course, we’d never have allowed her to do
as she wanted. When the time came, we tried to activate her slave
mark.” His gleeful expression turned ugly. “Then she somehow
sucked in the power of the dungeon core, became a living dungeon,
then killed everyone. I had to flee using my dungeon privileges. I
had to play dead, so she’d leave. It cost me much.”


  Miki had gone through such a fate. I
was angry, but mostly I was riddled with guilt. I could have
prevented it. If I had been there, I could have…


  “It’s alright… we can still fix
this,” Alysia whispered soothingly.


  If she hadn’t been there, I might
have already lost myself.


  “Thank you…” I responded,
restoring my breath to a normal rhythm before glaring at this foxkin
man. “So, you’re trapped down here?” 



  “To an extent, I’ve still been able
to communicate with the outside world. The king is making his move
now. He’s sent an army to meet her outside the rabbitkin city. Of
course, he could let her destroy them, but when he captures her,
he’ll be the hero. At that point, how can they continue to revolt?”


  “Why have you told me all of this?”
I asked.


  He smiled, lifting his hands. “This
is my life’s research? What scientist doesn’t want to talk about
what they’ve done? Besides, I’m a dead man.”


  “…”


  “I was merely the head scientist for
this laboratory. I didn’t even want to be a dungeon master, but
that responsibility was thrust on me. The core is gone. Had it been
destroyed, my connection to it would have been severed. Instead, I’m
stuck in a state of half-death. I can’t undo my connection to it,
and the king isn’t going to sacrifice the conduit to recover my
core so I can live. What’s one scientist and one dungeon compared
to living forever? The kingdom has abandoned me and left me for dead.
Keeping me up to date through a communication stone is the only
consideration they’ve given me. I’ve held on as long as I can,
but in a few weeks, I’ll be dead.”


  “Good.” I didn’t feel any pity
for him.


  “Heh…” He smiled at that. “Well,
that’s what would have happened. There is a way I can remain alive.
That is, to take another dungeon core as my own. I’m far too weak
to hope to conquer any established dungeon, but when a dungeon master
walks through my front door, how can I say no?”


  It was my time to chuckle. “I figured
you’d only be speaking so frankly because you intended to kill me.”


  “If it’s any consolation, I don’t
have anything against you. However, I need your core to live, and
once you’re dead, it will be ripe for the picking. I told you my
story to lead you down here, where I am at my strongest, and now I
will kill you.”


  I pulled out Alysia. “You think you
can?”


  “I may be powerless anywhere else,
but within this boss’ room, I have the entire dungeon at my beck
and call. I’ve been working with death for a long time and know
more about it than anyone. I can kill any living thing in an instant.
Now, die!”


  He lifted his hand, and all the
remaining miasma in the dungeon shot out at me. I knew it was a death
spell.


  “Alysia.” I swung out the blade.


  “On it!” Alysia cut the spell apart
with ease.


  The man staggered back; his eyes were
wide with shock. “H-how? What? What are you?”


  “Alysia…” I lifted the blade, my
eyes filled with coldness. “Don’t leave a spec of his soul
remaining.”


  “Yes, Master.”
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 rumbling, followed by the ground
collapsing, caused the men waiting above to flee down the tunnel.
They ran in a panic, but once they were in the underground passage,
they were relatively safe. The Wolf Pack and the mayor were deeply
confused, but with the path behind them collapsed, they had only one
direction to go.



  As they reentered the hospital,
slightly panicked, a portal opened, and I stepped out. Behind me was
everything left of the dungeon, turning into nothing but rubble. The
last of the levels collapsed, and I shut the portal before the debris
could fly through. There was no longer anything left of the
laboratory. If I could, I would have taken the lore the man spent his
life adding to and crushed it into oblivion.


  Once I was through the portal, I took
one look at the five startled men. When my eyes fell on the sickly
children, an ugly expression fell across my face. I didn’t look in
the mayor’s direction again as I started walking outside.


  “H-hey!” he cried as I passed by
him, reaching out for my arm.


  I turned back, and whether it was some
invisible pressure or the look in my eye, his hand stopped in place
and his lips froze. It wasn’t that I hated the man. Rather, I was
pissed he acted completely innocent in everything, even going so far
as to seek my sympathy by showing me the children, yet he knew the
sins of the village. He was even complicit with them. Just because he
hadn’t worked alongside the catkin, he still showed himself worthy
of scorn.


  “You let them experiment on your
families, your friends, your neighbors,” I spoke in a low, quiet
voice that turned out to be more frightening than when I yelled.


  He looked away. “They’re cursed.
They’re sickly… and dying. The catkin tribe dealt with them for
us, gave them a purpose, and put them to use. Gave their pitiful
lives value. Then, they started coming for two-tailed, and
three-tailed, foxkin not suffering from any ailments, but by then it
was too late to object…”


  The wolfkin gave the foxkin disgusted
looks. Wolfkin were pack animals, after all. The pack mattered to
them. They didn’t know the whole story, but they heard enough. The
idea of turning on each other was repulsive to them.


  “The rabbit-kin working with you. Was
that also a ruse?”


  He looked away. “The rabbitkin hate
our kind the most. Still, they sought us out with hopes of us helping
them, even after they looked down on us so much. It… it was always
the catkin who gave us a chance. They were more comfortable with
death than most of the other animalkin. That’s why we always
supported them as the alpha tribe and tried to do as they asked.


  “We truly thought we were doing the
right thing. Some may have died, but they were dying anyway. We
believed their research would allow them to return to normal, to
return home. A few lives to cure the curse. Was that really so bad?
Most of them volunteered…”


  “I’ve seen your kind of
volunteering!” I took a step toward him, causing him to stumble
back. “You push them into a corner and make them feel abandoned.
Only when they have nothing left would they cling to that tiny olive
branch you’ve extended.”


  “We made a mistake.” He lowered his
head. “I truly regret-”


  “You only regret that they started
going after those you didn’t ostracize, those you considered
healthy and normal.”


  “…”


  “I don’t care about the foxkin. Two
tails, five tails… you’re all the same to me. You can betray,
ostracize, and torture each other all you want and it’s no business
of mine.” My expression darkened. “But you never should have sold
out Miki.” 



  “She had figured out a way to keep
living, so we thought she would have the secret… that’s what the
catkin told us.”


  At that point, I noticed a rising group
of voices outside. The mayor stiffened, his expression going white
for a second. He then gave a worried glance in my direction, or more
specifically, at the sword in my hand.


  I turned away and shoved the door open
to find a large crowd of foxkin emerging on the small building. It
wasn’t only everyone who had been in the inn earlier. It looked
like just about everyone in town gathered. Several held weapons or
torches. It looked like I stirred things up in the small village a
bit too much, and they were planning to drive me out of town. I
wanted to see where it was going to go.
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hen the mayor walked out and noticed
his peers, he fell into silence. I noticed him stepping to the side
as if to keep his distance from me and the crowd glaring at me. I
heard their words of anger and derision, so there was no doubt what
the crowd wanted.



  After a few moments of mutters and
wordless shouts, a man stepped out who seemed to be leading them.
“You need to leave, stranger.”


  Directly behind him was a woman
clinging to his arm. She nodded enthusiastically, almost like she was
goading him on. The pair were terrified looking up at me, towering
over them, but the crowds bolstered them behind them.


  “You don’t need to worry. I plan to
leave,” I spoke up, cause the mumbling to quiet. “I found what I
wanted to know. I just never would have guessed the foxkin were such
… animals…”


  A wave of discontent swept through the
crowd. The man huffed angrily. “You don’t even know what you’re
talking about!”


  I looked down at him with a frown. “I
don’t? Aren’t you the ones who sold out your own families like
cowards? I suppose I should have known better. After all, you were
already selling them off to slavery, so you didn’t have to deal
with them. How could I expect such people to have any honor at all?”


  I probably should have stayed quiet,
but I was furious. Miki never once spoken ill of her village. She
always treated it as a mutual understanding. Her family did their
best, but in the end, she didn’t want to be a burden. She always
hid the truth. They were just a bunch of cowards who sold off their
families, so they didn’t have to struggle with things.


  “They’re cursed people! Every day
is a pain for them! They couldn’t bear to be in that pain anymore.
We did what we had to do so their last days could be peaceful!” the
man declared defiantly.


  “They couldn’t bear it? Or you
couldn’t bear it?” I asked, snorting. “Miki was better than
you. She was better than all of you!”


  “She’s a monster!” the woman
holding onto the man shouted. “She cursed us… she cursed me! She
didn’t hesitate to ruin all of our lives!”


  Several more people echoed her words.
“She’s evil.”


  “She’s destroyed us all!”


  “That child should never have been
born.”


   “Curse…” I mumbled, then my
eyes widened as I realized what had happened.


  They all seemed to flinch at the word.
I looked back into the building behind me, then across the foxkin
gathered. Within the inn, there had been too few to notice, but
seeing more of the village, I noticed various people who looked paler
and sicker than others. I couldn’t help but throw my head back and
laugh. It was a harsh, unforgiving laugh.


  “Master…” Alysia spoke quietly.


  “That’s what is wrong with them.
Their so-called curse.” I wiped a tear from my eye as the
expressions on the foxkin turned increasingly ugly. “Before Miki
left, she caused everyone to awaken their spiritual tails. She turned
all of you into the very things you feared. She turned you into
spirit foxes!”
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he had no right!” the woman shouted
defiantly. “She took everything from us!”



  “How many tails do you have?” I
demanded angrily, causing her to cower behind her husband once again.
“Three? Five? I guess the children, being so young, got hit with
too much spiritual energy. That’s why they are so sick. As for the
rest of you, you’re hardly affected at all.”


  “A few who were unlucky enough to
spawn too many tails died!” the foxkin man shouted. “Many of us
are racked with pain every night.”


  “So?” I asked, causing the man to
blink in shock. “This is nothing more than your brethren had to
deal with every day while you pretended to help them. The saddest
thing about this all is that you’re not cursed at all. You’ve
been given a gift, and you’re too foolish to even do anything with
it.”


  “You dare!” he snarled, taking a
step forward. “You call it a gift? It’s nothing but a curse, a
bane placed on the foxkin for our sins in a previous life. It only
brings misfortune and death!”


  I glared at him darkly. “It didn’t
bring misfortune and death to Miki. She controlled her power. She was
happy. When she came back here, she was looking to show you all
another way. Instead, you tricked her and used her for your own
purposes. You thought she’d be the answer that would get rid of the
spiritual tails for good, and instead, she awakened them in all of
you. Now, you must live with it.”


  “Miki… never should have been
born,” the woman responded darkly, her hand tightening on the man’s
arm. “She was a mistake.”


  The way she said those words caused a
surge of anger to explode within me. I wasn’t planning to do
anything to the group. Even if I hadn’t seen the good in them, Miki
never wished them harm. She was truly too good to them. They didn’t
deserve it at all.


  “Say that again…” I responded, my
hand adjusting on the sword.


  “Master…” Alysia whispered in my
ear as the woman cowered.


  “Say it…” I responded, causing
the entire group of foxkin to make up a step.


  “Don’t act so noble!” the man let
out a snarl. “I know who you are. You’re the man who bought her.
You paid for her like an object, just to play with her. Was using her
like a toy worth it? This is your fault! If it wasn’t for you,
she’d have been dead by now like she was supposed to. She would
have been better off dead!”


  I didn’t know when my hand lunged
out, but I grabbed his neck and lifted him. The woman holding onto
him let out a cry as she was shoved to the ground. Everyone else,
rather than running to help, cowered back. Even after everything,
they still didn’t seem to care about protecting their own. They
were happy to bully others when they had the upper hand, but they
would just as quickly turn on each other when it was convenient.


  “And what right do you have?” I
screamed.


  “Stop!” the woman cried out, the
only one who got back up and started trying to hit my arm. “Leave
him alone! We have every right!”


  “And how is that?” I hissed.


  “We’re her parents!”
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 was shocked for a moment. I knew her
family must be around, but I never thought they’d be leading the
charge. Compared to Miki’s pale hair and complexion, the pair of
them had a much darker complexion, and hair closer to a golden brown
than her pale white. That’s why, despite the woman’s similarities
to Miki, I hadn’t realized it. When I truly looked at her, she
looked a bit like Miki would have looked in a few years had she not
lived her first years of life in constant pain and weakness. She was
plumper, with a larger chest and darker skin. She stared at me with a
glare.



  I dropped the man, my moment of shock
turning to disdain. He collapsed to the ground, and the woman
kneeled, helping him as he gasped for breath. Her parents were
standing before me. I would have rather them be dead than to see such
a family. I was hurt when I found my mom moved on, but they were on a
completely different level.


  “It seems I’ve been mistaken.” My
voice was cold.


  “Now that you understand…” The
woman that would be Miki’s mother was focused on her husband, so
she didn’t grasp the tone of my voice.


  The mayor did, and he nervously took
several more steps back. He looked more like a rabbitkin himself,
ready to flee at a moment’s notice.


  “Miki always spoke well of her
people. Her biggest regret was that she couldn’t be a healthy
daughter for her mother and father. She had wanted more than anything
to become strong and show you both that she had made something of
herself. She had wanted to show you your kindness to her wasn’t in
vain.”


  My words caused the woman helping her
husband up to freeze. Her back was to me, so I couldn’t see her
expression. That was probably for the best.


  “Then, just leave,” her voice came
out tired.


  “You misunderstand.” I sighed. “I
thought you were decent and misguided people, based on Miki’s
words. I appear to be mistaken. I thought destroying that lab, and
ending the life of that head scientist, would be enough to make
things even, but it seems that the rot is far deeper than the
surface.”


  As I spoke, a miasmic-like aura
resonated off me. It spread out across the street, carpeting the
foxkin in an instant. It was filled with my emotions of anger,
frustration, and righteousness. I may not be the most powerful person
in the five countries, or even within Aberis, but compared to a bunch
of commoners in a no-named village, they might as well be ants.


  “Lord Deek, what are you saying?”
the voice came from behind. It was the Wolf Pack leader.


  Even he was shaken by my words. He
lifted his hand, but in the end, he was too afraid to touch my
shoulder.


  “This village will pay with its
life.” I lifted my blade. “If you don’t wish to be my enemy,
you’ll stand aside. For the rest of you, you all must give
sacrifice!”
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ower exploded out from me. The foxkin
wanted to run, but the pressure was too great. Many of them were
already ill, so when they felt it, they couldn’t help but collapse
to their knees. Miki’s parents were at the center. They curled
against each other like defenseless lambs, ready for slaughter. At
least, they wouldn’t make it difficult for me.



  As for the Wolf Pack, they drew their
swords, but ultimately hesitated when they realized my true power. It
was all just for show, though. The real attack was accessing the
dungeon store, which caused my blessings to glow across my body,
giving me a dark and powerful appearance. I accessed meteor, which I
planned to use to wipe the town from existence. It was unlikely any
of them had health insurance, and even if they did, I didn’t care
at the moment.


  “Master…” a voice spoke up as I
selected Meteor. “Deek.”


  Alysia used my name, causing me to
hesitate for a second.


  “You’re not going to try to stop
me, are you?” I asked.


  “You have every right to kill them,”
Alysia spoke quietly. “It’s just… Lady Death…”


  “What about her?”


  “She didn’t.”


  I froze for a second. “Wh-what?”


  “Miki is not herself. She’s been
changed by what happened to her. She’s been killing village after
village indiscriminately. She didn’t hesitate to murder everyone in
that lab. Yet, when it came to this village, they’re the only thing
she left alive. All she did was make them like her. I just want you
to ask yourself, is this what Miki wants?”


  My hand shook slightly. No matter how
awful they were, they were her family. She cared about them in a way
I didn’t understand. Perhaps it was, in the same way, I didn’t
care no matter what evil things Miki, Elaya, or Astria had done. I
loved them anyway. If I killed them, Miki would never complain. She’d
never defy me. However, there would be a piece of her that would die
with it.


  The glowing light faded, and I lowered
my sword. Miki saved the town once again, and they would never
understand it.


  “I won’t kill you all today,” I
spoke loud amongst the infinite quietness. “Miki was far too good
for all of you. In the end, she will be the one who decides your
fates.”


  “Wh-what does that mean?” It was
the mayor who seemed to recover enough to speak.


  “If you think of running, I have
already marked you all. I can find you anywhere in the world. Once I
recover Miki, she will be the one who decides your fates. If she
wishes you dead, then I will kill you without a second thought.”


  “M-Miki is lost…” her mother
said, still gasping for breath. “That thing isn’t my daughter.”


  “Then pray the daughter I bring back
is one who can forgive you. I never will. Her fate decides your fate.
If for any reason I can’t save her, then you won’t live long past
that.”


  “Deek…” the wolfkin leader looked
over at me awkwardly.


  In the end there, they wanted to stop
me. Being disgusted by foxkin was one thing, but massacring a village
was quite another. Their sense of honor wouldn’t allow such a
thing. I vaguely wondered when I stopped caring about such things. I
could pick a specific moment, but at some point, I realized I wasn’t
the same kind-hearted boy I had once been.


  “I’ll be leaving,” I announced,
glancing at the wolfkin pack. “Sorry, but I’ll be taking things
into my own hands from this point on. Thank your lord for his
assistance. I will remember it.”


  I lowered my knees, then jumped, using
several bonuses of enhanced strength I set up while reconfiguring my
dungeon skills. I exploded into the air, creating a small crater
where I had been. I was about fifty feet into the air and above the
treeline when I created a step and shoved off at an angle, heading
toward the rabbitkin city and Miki. The air cracked as I exploded
into the distance at a ridiculous rate. I had done something like
that once while fighting Astria, but I was using it purely for speed.


  I hopped through the sky, using my
powerful legs to leap great distances. To the people down below who
wouldn’t understand, I looked like I rose into the air and flew
away.


  The wolfkin pack traveling with me for
nearly a week were sweating. They were merely rank A adventurers as a
group but had been acting mostly arrogantly. The kind and friendly
cook that traveled with them quietly turned into a powerful demon
king. At least, that was the appearance.


  “D-did you know he could do that?”
one of the wolfkin muttered in disbelief.


  The leader could only shake his head
with wide eyes. Although he knew he’d never forget meeting Deek,
and when sharing stories with his grandchildren about his time as an
adventurer, his best one might be about the time he traveled
alongside the legendary hero, Lord Deek Deekson.
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id I… go too far?” I asked as I
flew through the air, occasionally landing to take a break.



  “No, Master was very cool!” Alysia
declared.


  Well, at least my sword thought I was
cool. I was still fuming after dealing with Miki’s parents. I
hadn’t said another word to them as I left. I was afraid if we
exchanged any more words, I might do something I’d later regret. If
I was being technical, they were the first parents I ever met for any
of my lovers, I mean… where I didn’t also have their mom as my
slave and potential lover. That probably said something about me, but
I didn’t want to think about it.


  We moved at a rather alarming rate, but
it was a method that took a toll on my body. For an explosive battle,
it wasn’t a problem, but for a long-term transportation method, it
used a lot of energy. When I was in the air, I tried to cast out my
mana sense as far as it would go. Then, when I landed, I’d use the
new map to portal to the edge, and then do it again. It ate through a
lot of dungeon points, but not my mana.


  Well, the way I came to understand
dungeon points, it technically still was my mana. Dungeon points came
from the mana stored within blessings. So, when I used a dungeon
point, I essentially used up that mana until it had time to restore.
For some skills, it was a continuous use, the mana regenerating at
the same rate the skill was used. In other cases, the dungeon points
had to be consumed, executing the skill in a single-use.


  Since I allocated the dungeon points to
specific skills and specific purposes, they could be used more
efficiently than normal mana. It was like having a house connected to
electricity, but also having a generator specifically connected to a
high-powered device. When that device needed energy, the generator
could provide it without taking from your normal reserve… but in
the case of needing a little extra energy, the generator could do
that as well. At least, that was how I understood it.


  When I used the dungeon point skill
Reset, I turned the dedicated mana reserve off, allowing me to
reallocate it to a new purpose. However, if the mana wasn’t there,
I couldn’t reallocate it. For example, once I used portal, I
wouldn’t be able to reallocate those points until the mana was
restored. I never tested it out, but if I ever completely depleted my
surplus mana pool from dungeon points, it would probably render me
unable to use Portal or any of my other abilities.


  That had some crazy implications, like
maybe I could use mana to support additional jobs. I wasn’t sure
about that. It was only my running theory. As I flew through the sky,
I had time to think. I didn’t want to think about all the pain and
loneliness Miki must have felt at that moment. I didn’t want to
think about how I let her down. Thus, I let my mind dwell on other
unimportant things.


  That only lasted a short time, though.
I was covered in sweat and exhausted from the constant use of my
abilities, but only two hours later, I came upon a clearing in front
of a large city. Situated there was an army, and standing before them
was a girl I recognized too well. It was too late. The army was
already charging at Miki.
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iki stood in the middle of a field. Her
body was covered in dark robes and I couldn’t see her face at all.
The reason I knew it was her was because of the distinct tail
sticking out the back of her robes, so much paler and more fragile
than the other foxkin.



  An army of animalkin made up of catkin
and rabbitkin raced toward her. It was probably part of King Roth’s
plans. The rabbitkin wouldn’t hesitate to fight to defend their
kingdom. Fighting alongside your common foe was a great way to breed
unity. It was essentially how I united the west in a single swift
moment. All those lords and ladies who ignored me and my rank were
tied to us after we defeated the demon lord. Well, my death might
have put a hamper on things, but they were probably too busy
rebuilding their seats of power across the west to focus too much on
what happened to Chalm.


  I took a step forward, but Alysia
called out. “Wait!”


  I stopped, not because she told me, but
because I also felt it. There was a strange static to the air. It
felt like a miasma, but also not miasma. That’s when I noticed her
tail spreading out into nine. However, they weren’t the cacophony
of rainbow colors I had grown to admire. Instead, each tail was as
black as night, giving the appearance that her shadow was growing
from behind her. It was extremely menacing, but the soldiers still
charged.


  Black flames erupted in a circle around
her feet and spread out around her. At that point, a gathering of
magicians launched spells in her direction while putting up
protective barriers for their men. I wanted to leap out and block
those fireballs, but my danger sense exploded and told me not to go.
I stood in front of armies before. The fear didn’t come from the
army. It came from Miki herself.


  She raised a hand, and black fire rose
in a massive wave. Wherever the magician’s spells struck, they
disappeared just as fast. It wasn’t a shield that blocked mana.
This was a shield that ate mana! She was absorbing their power! I
recalled the crazed scientist said that Miki had become a conduit
become life and death. In many ways, that also made her a conduit of
mana and miasma. It was clear that her absorptive abilities were
unbelievable.


  The men crossed two-thirds of
the distance to Miki. They lowered their weapons, some even glowing
with the power of activating some unknown skill. They spoke of
capturing her, but they didn’t need her alive. There were probably
better ways to control her if she was already dead.


  She looked down at the army of nearly
five hundred men racing toward her on mounted crag cats. She didn’t
appear frightened in the least. She casually raised her hand.


  “Die.”


  Her words were quiet, but they seemed
to pierce through the air, filling it. She didn’t say the word like
a threat. She wasn’t angry. Instead, it felt more like an order
that had to be obeyed.


  An aura erupted from Miki, spreading
out in a dome-like pattern. The first wave of crag cats reached it
and the men barely let out screams as their bodies disintegrated.
Within two steps they went from fully fleshed men and muscular mounts
into bones collapsing to the ground. There was a splash of dust that
fell forward, then nothing.
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he dome around Miki grew, striking the
second group. They experienced the same fate as the first, being
quickly reduced to nothing but ash and bone. Perhaps other eyes
couldn’t see it, but I could tell that their souls were being
sucked from their bodies. They were being dragged directly into Miki,
along with the rest of their life force.



  By the third row of soldiers, they
realized the folly of their charge and desperately tried to turn
around. People in front tried to turn around. The dome kept growing,
though, and it struck them all. The magicians in the back frantically
raised their shields. Soldiers who were lucky enough to be near the
mages tried to get within their protective shells. Those that weren’t
fast enough, hit the shields as they closed. They hammered against
the domes with their fists, desperately crying to be let in.


  Miki’s massive spreading dome of
death overtook the protective shells. Those on the inside could only
watch in horror as their allies on the outside were reduced to dust
before their eyes. However, they let out breaths of relief, as they
were safe. The only ones who didn’t look relieved were the
magicians, who wore expressions of fear and panic, sweat running down
their faces. Had the soldiers breathing out sighs of relief noticed
the looks of horror on the ones keeping up the shield, maybe they
could have predicted what came next.


  One by one, the shells flickered out,
as if all the mana within them was drained away. As the magicians
collapsed, the miasma flowed in. The men inside barely had time to
scream before they melted into ash as well. The barrier of death
shrunk back, moving far quicker, snapping out of existence as if it
had never been there. Miki stood in the middle of the field.


  All the grass around her in a massive
circle was brown and dead. There wasn’t a single living thing
within five hundred meters of where Miki was. She stood in a field of
bones and ash. Even the insects and birds in the forest behind me
went eerily silent, as if her act shocked the nature of the world. As
for the five hundred soldiers, there wasn’t a single one remaining.


  The king hadn’t been among these men.
He was probably still waiting in his castle for good news. It seemed
he severely miscalculated Miki and her strength. I had as well. Miki
casually lifted her head, her eyes falling on the city beyond. From
my angle, I could see the city fell into panic. Women and children
were fleeing out the other side, praying they could escape the
incoming wave of death.


  Miki walked toward the city, her stride
unwavering. Her feet crunched on the desiccated grass, and it was the
only sound heard. I swallowed hard and stood up. It was time for me
to back my move. It would bring Miki home.
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aster, are you sure she’ll be
peaceful toward you?” Alysia asked nervously.



  “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t
know how she’ll react to seeing me. She might attack.”


  “That attack…”


  “Just in case, can you detach her
from the dungeon?”


  “No.”


  I blinked. “What?”


  “She isn’t connected to the
dungeon. She absorbed the dungeon. She is the dungeon. It’s not
unlike when Master powered a dungeon with his soul, except yours was
an external dungeon, and hers is internal.”


  “What are you saying? The dungeon is
inside her?”


  “I don’t know anything more about
dungeons than you do. In fact, I know less. I can just tell you what
I feel. I don’t see a bond that can be cut.”


  “Can you knock her unconscious?”


  She hesitated a minute before her voice
transmitted. “I can’t…”


  “Seriously?” I responded in
disbelief.


  “I knock someone out essentially by
striking their spiritual energy. She’s a spiritualist. Such an
attack on her would be useless.”


  I frowned, discovering that if things
came to blows, it would be troublesome. Of course, there was always
the possibility that the second Miki saw me, she would break into
tears, run into my arms, and cry. There was a chance it would all end
the second I called her name. There was a time I might have just run
out and called to her, but I experienced too many unexpected
circumstances and was more cautious. I wanted a plan before I
approached her. Regrettably, I didn’t have a lot of time. Every
passing second meant she was getting closer to the city.


  “Can you cut the bond between the
soul and the body?” I asked.


  “This…”


  “Is that no good?”


  “No, I can do it, but…” Her voice
drifted off. “I should be able to do it.”


  “Tell me…” I didn’t allow her
to hide anything.


  She sighed. “You felt it when she
used her power. That sucking feeling. Just being near her, even when
she’s not doing anything, threatens to suck your soul out of your
body and into her inner dungeon. I believe Master won’t be sucked
in, at least not easily. Your soul and body are too powerful to be
ripped apart easily. However, my soul and blade are one…”


  “You’re a God Blade though…”


  “It’s true, but the pull is
incredible. She might be able to rip our bond apart and suck me in.”


  “We have to try…”


  “Trying isn’t what I’m worried
about,” she explained hesitantly. “The thing that worries me is
whether I can cut her body and soul while she’s pulling on me. I
might miss and strike her soul instead.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying… I could kill her!”


  “We have to try it,” I responded,
bringing her blade form out. “Let’s leave it for plan B, though.”


  “Y-yes…”


  With no time to spare, the two of us
left the safety of the forest and walked onto the dead plain,
following Miki. I moved quickly but stopped about two hundred meters
away from her. It was far enough. If she did do some kind of attack,
I wanted to be ready for it. Holding my hands up to my mouth, I
shouted.


  “Miki!” Her body froze as I called
to her. “It’s me, Deek! Your master? I’m still alive! Ah…
actually, I did die, but you know it is me, right?”


  Miki slowly turned around. Slowly, her
hands reached up and she grabbed the edges of her hood, pulling it
back. Seeing her pale, sad face immediately tugged on my
heartstrings. I instinctively took a step forward.


  “Master…” Alysia warned.


  “You don’t need to do this
anymore,” I explained. “We can go home now. Okay?”


  A light smile formed on Miki’s face.
Tears ran down her cheeks.


  “Master…” she spoke quietly.


  “Miki…”


  She did recognize me. I let out a
breath of relief. She gently raised her hand.


  “Die!” A wall of miasma shot toward
me.


  It looked like it would be Plan B!
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hen the wave hit me, the feeling of
something pulling intensified many times. I didn’t just feel it, I
could see my lifeforce being drained. If I had been a normal man, I
might have been ripped apart in an instant. However, I had a God Soul
and immunity to miasma. It functioned as a shield, preventing her
miasmic attack from damaging my body too quickly.



  That didn’t mean I was out of
trouble. I was still being drained. It was just happening to me
slower, and against a much larger reserve. I accessed my store,
causing all the blessings on my body to glow. I buffed my body and
protected it in any manner I could find. Regen, Life Reinforcement,
Mana Absorption. I cast the spell Regeneration as well and used every
other gradual healing spell I could. As I continued to buff myself, I
took a step forward, then another.


  My eyes locked on Miki. I saw pain and
reluctance in her eyes, but her teeth were clenched in a snarl, her
hand up as she sent wave after wave of death towards me. The strength
of her spells increased as I moved forward, step by step. I pulled
out vials of water life and downed them, trying to restore the damage
as it was made.


  The pain grew horrifically. It felt
like she was trying to rip my soul from my body. That was because
that was exactly what she was doing. Every step closer increased the
strength of her suction. At first, I was regenerating faster than she
could suck the life out of me, but as I halved the distance between
us, my skin broke apart. Black cracks formed across my skin as my
body was seriously breaking apart. More healing, more waters of life.
I did everything I could to take the next step.


  Tears ran down her cheeks in rivers.
There was a fear in her eyes. She had a part of her that knew me.
There was a part of Miki left. I would find it, and I would free it.
That was all that mattered.


  “Master…” Alysia sounded just as
pained as I was.


  It hurt, but it was nothing. After
having my soul refined, I could manage it. That’s what I was
telling myself. I halved the distance again. My skin was turning to
ash, flaking away. The new skin was created, but it was a grizzly
scene. Anyone who saw me would think I looked gray and cracked, like
a broken granite statue.


  “I-I’m not sure I can do this…”
Alysia stated in a panic.


  “We’ll make it,” I responded
through gritted teeth before shouting to Miki. “I’m coming.”


  Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear
the sound over the wind. I stepped forward again. And again. With
each step, I made it closer and closer to her until I could hear the
words coming from her mouth.


  “Please… no closer… please…
Master…”


  I didn’t listen. I took the final
steps, reaching out with my broken body that could barely move, and
grabbed her. She looked up at me, her eyes shaking wildly.


  “Master…” she spoke so quietly
that even right next to her, I could barely hear her.


  “I’ll… save you,” I responded
through gritted teeth.


  “You can’t… please… kill me…”


  “Master! We need to cut her soul
now!” Alysia declared.


  I pulled out Alysia, but the pressure
was so great that I needed both hands to keep her from being ripped
from me. Even then, the pull was immense, to the point that the blade
bent slightly to Miki like she was a black hole of spiritual power.


  “Trust me….” I raised my blade.


  “Won’t… work… if you cut… my
spirit from my body,” she gasped, her eyes filled with fear. “Must…
Destroy my soul.”


  Her words were as difficult to get out
as my own. Her face was covered in tears. I looked down at her small
form, so powerful and lonely, my blade held high.


  “Whatever happens next… I’ll deal
with it,” I declared.


  She shook her head in protest, but she
couldn’t move to stop what was about to happen, and I never
intended to stop.


  “Master!” Alysia cried out.


  “Alysia… don’t miss.”


  “Y-yes!”


  I dropped my blade and slammed it home…
directly into my own chest.


  


  


  



  



  





  [image: 64]



  

    [image: o]

  

ooooo!” Alysia let out a scream of
shock.



  “Master!”


  Miki’s eyes widened too, completely
shocked that the strike meant for her went to me. If I told Alysia my
intent, she never would have agreed. My soul was cut free from my
body. There was a slice of pain, but her cut was clean. Even if she
nicked my soul, I had soul to spare. Even if Miki hadn’t said
something about the plan failing, perhaps turning her into a real
monster or even a dungeon if she died, I already decided anyway. My
soul slipped from my body, and as I slipped away, I snatched Alysia
with me.


  “Hold on! This is going to be a rocky
ride!” I cried out to her.


  “Huh?” Alysia made a surprised
noise as her blade turned into light, then was tugged away from my
body.


  It collapsed to the ground while my
soul shot right into Miki. As soon as I struck Miki, I felt a torrent
of energy. I was flung around, and it caused quite the feeling of
vertigo. If I had a mouth, I might have thrown up. The turbulence
threatened to rip Alysia from my arms, but I held onto her tightly as
the pair of us seemed to fall endlessly through an area that
transcended space and time.


  There was a somewhat familiar feeling,
though as well. I had a feeling I knew where I would end up. After
all, it wasn’t the first time I entered a soul dungeon. After what
felt like an eternity. I felt my body reforming. Rather, a body
created from my soul. I slammed into the ground with a thud. At that
same moment, text appeared in front of me.


  {You have entered the dungeon,
Miki’s Mind Prison. Destroy the lore to break the curse, or
complete the lore for extra dungeon points and a blessing!}


  My five senses returned to me, and I
forced myself to roll over. My body felt like it had been thrown into
a blender. Well, considering Miki’s death curse was ripping me
apart inside and out, a blender would be an apt description.


  “Master! Master!”


  Someone grabbed me. I opened my eyes
and squinted to see Alysia’s freckled face looking down on me
tearfully.


  “I’m okay…” I moaned.


  “Good.” She hit me hard on the
shoulder.


  “Owww!”


  “How dare you do that to me!” She
grabbed my arm between her finger and thumb.


  “N-no pinching!”


  “You… jerky jerk!”


  “Bullying! I’m being bullied!” I
cried out.


  “Hmph!” She turned her back to me.
“You deserve it!”


  I sat up, chuckling softly. Despite
everything, I felt surprisingly good. I had a powerful soul, so when
I was in a soul dungeon, I didn’t have any of the physical
problems. It was a relaxing state to be in. Looking over at Alysia,
who had her back to me, I gently nudged her back.


  “I love you…” I responded
teasingly.


  “How easy do you think I am?” she
responded. “I notice you’re not apologizing!”


  I wrapped my arms around her. She
stiffened for a moment, but she didn’t fight it.


  “I would apologize, but now is not
the right time. Perhaps a little later I’ll give you a full apology
in private.” I gently bit her ear.


  Her face turned red. “A-as long as
you understand… ahem… where are we?”


  Alysia was quite weak to flirtation,
and rather than further face such embarrassment, she’d rather
quickly forgive and move on. Suffice it to say, with our souls so
close to each other, I was getting to know her far too well.
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his is Miki’s inner dungeon… um…
a soul dungeon, I guess.” I explained.



  “A… soul dungeon? I thought she ate
the dungeon?” Alysia inquired as she stood up.


  I looked around the area we were
currently in. It resembled a world and reminded me a bit of the
Maid’s Lament, and I had a feeling they locked me behind invisible
walls. We appeared to be in an open, grassy meadow with a bright sun
beating down on us. For a dungeon formed from Lady Death, it was
surprisingly filled with life. I There were birds tweeting and bugs
chirping.


  “She used the energy, lore, and power
of that dungeon to create her own curse inside her soul. It’s kind
of like what Maid’s Lament did to my dungeon, and I subsequently
did back to Maid’s Lament. Although, rule-wise, this place would be
closer to The Illusory Sword Dungeon.”


  I realized dungeons came in so many
sizes and types they needed classifications. There would need to be
something much more thorough than labeling them by size or
difficulty, like some countries did. If there was ever a point in my
life where I retired, maybe I’d write a book about dungeons that
could assist future generations. Better yet, maybe I could make a
dungeon that held historical lore, like a living museum. Maybe
something like that already existed?


  “This inner world—do you think Miki
created it to protect everyone?” Alysia offered. “If everyone who
gets sucked in ends up in this world… are they really dead?”


  “If they’re alive, then…”


  “ROOOOAAAAR!”


  While the pair of us were having an
easy conversation, a monstrous roar sounded behind us. We spun around
to see some towering behemoth shrouded in shadows. It took a swipe,
sending a powerful attack rippling through the air. I grabbed Alysia
and leaped back, narrowly dodging the weapon.


  “If she brought them in here, they’re
probably destroyed!” I cursed. “Alysia, sword now.”


  “Yes, Master!” Alysia declared,
closing her eyes.


  The shadow monster grew enraged that
its first strike failed. It charged for a second, but the blade that
was supposed to appear in my hand felt different. Instead, I still
had Alysia in my arms.


  “Alysia?”


  “M-master! I don’t know! I’m
supposed to change!”


  Alysia was in her normal Osterian form.
I thought she could still turn into a sword, but when she arrived,
she was in her human form. It was possible she still saw herself as
human more than a sword. Either way, we didn’t have time to
troubleshoot thing. The monster stormed toward us.


  I reached into my inventory to pull out
a weapon, but just as I did, a man leaped between us. The shadow
monster leaped up, but the man raised his blade, striking the
creature in a precision attack. His weapon struck, and a powerful
wave of energy flew out, bisecting the shadow in an instant. He
landed on the ground and stood, turning to us, a big smile on his
face.


  The guy was extremely attractive. It
wasn’t like he was feminine like Octius. He was clearly a guy, but
just a very attractive man who seemed filled with charm. He was about
as tall as me, with a certain goodness to him that was difficult to
explain. He gave off an aura like he was trustworthy. However, he had
a bushy tail and fox ears. In short, he was a foxkin, like Miki.


  “Who are you?” I demanded
cautiously.


  “Me?” he asked, laughing merrily.
“I’m just a passing hero. I’m here to save the day!”


  It stood to reason that if every soul
that died ended up in Miki’s dungeon, then certain strong souls
might have been able to hold out. It looked like I had run into one
of Dioshin’s heroes.
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ince the danger is gone, come with me.”
The foxkin pretty boy gestured with a large smile.



  He seemed like someone I could trust,
but that was exactly why I was suspicious of him. I didn’t know him
at all. He could be anyone. There was a chance he didn’t even look
like how he truly appeared. After all, our forms were made up of our
souls. In general, they reflected your actual appearance, but I had
experienced too much in the world not to think that there might be a
person who had the right set of skills to be able to take any form
they wanted in a soul dungeon.


  “Where do you want to take us?” I
asked.


  “Hmm?” He seemed surprised I
hesitated over his offer. “That’s right, you’re new here! This
place is filled with perils. Just look at that shadow monster I
destroyed! They threaten everyone who shows up here. That’s why I
and a few others have been rescuing who we can. There is a city not
too far from here with walls that keep the shadow creatures out.”


  “A city… you say…”


  I pulled up the map. It seemed to treat
the area like a physical place and started mapping out the region
immediately around me. If there was a city, it was a bit too far away
for my mana to reach. After thinking about it a moment, I gave a nod,
taking Alysia’s hand. She blushed slightly as I guided her and
followed the foxkin. It might seem weird, but after being close to
Alysia for so long, I rather preferred we remained in contact.


  The foxkin man looked at us holding
hands and made a strange expression before turning away and saying
nothing more about it. The pair of us glanced at each other but
continued following his steady stride. I didn’t see any more of
shadow creatures, but I detected them on my map. They were remaining
just out of sight as if they were afraid of us… or perhaps they
were afraid of the foxkin.


  “Excuse me, what is your name,
anyway?” I asked.


  “People call me Master,” he
laughed.


  “Master… Hero?” Alysia blinked.


  “You like it?” he asked, smiling at
her. “I could be your Master if you wanted.”


  Alysia froze in shock at his sudden
offer. I moved slightly in front of her, shooting him a glare.


  “She’s mine.”


  He threw his head back and laughed,
then shot me a grin. “Maybe, for now. However, don’t blame me if
she decides she wants me instead.”


  “That would never happen,” Alysia
responded, although she was blushing.


  I knew part of her embarrassment was
because he was so attractive, and that annoyed me. Even though he
made such a move, why couldn’t I shake the feeling like he was
trustworthy? I knew Alysia had the same feeling, which made him even
more dangerous.


  “Okay, Hero…” I wasn’t going to
call him Master. “Do you know what is happening?”


  “Of course. Souls are being taken and
dropped into this world. It is my job to protect those souls until
the day I can free her.”


  “Free her?” I blinked, surprised
that he spoke so certainly.


  “Yes…” He nodded. “Somewhere
deep in this dungeon, there’s a woman who is trapped by a terrible
curse. She’s a foxkin beauty. Once I’m able to get together a
group of sufficiently strong warriors, I plan to go on a quest to
free her.”


  “You really know about Miki?” I was
shocked.


  Most people should have only known Lady
Death. To them, she would have been a specter of evil. For him to
both know Miki and want to save her, I didn’t know what to say.


  “Of course, I know her,” he sighed.
“She’s the love of my life.”


  “… huh?”


  He made a fist. “Once I save her,
I’ll make her my woman and %^$& the crap out of her!”


  “Huh?”
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%&ing beautiful women is the
greatest part of life.”



  “What is… I don’t even… I
can’t…” I turned to Alysia. “Did I hear him right?”


  She nodded dumbly. His words were
vulgar. Actually, they weren’t vulgar, because whenever he spoke
them there was a beep sound and his mouth blurred slightly. The guy
who gave off such good vibes was a lewd potty mouth. That didn’t
even get into the part about him wanting to bang my woman!


  “Don’t act so surprised,” he
chuckled. “No one does anything for free. I just like $^%#ing is
all. I can’t wait to bend Miki over and stick my $^%& into her
waiting %^$$& and pound her tight $%&% until she %^%s all
over the place.”


  “Stop talking… please.”


  He shrugged. “Well, what I need are
capable people. I need a harem of sexy women to fight by my side.”


  “Sexy…harem… woman…” I
responded, confirming that he was too much.


  He eyed Alysia and then winked. “I
only need one more. Perhaps you’ll join us?”


  I was extremely irritated. On the one
hand, he was helping people and even wanting to protect Miki. I
expected if I found anyone in the dungeon, killing or defeating Lady
Death would be their only goal. Somehow, I would have preferred to
run into someone who wanted Miki dead and was unwilling to see her
beauty. Somehow, he was so much worse.


  “Do you know which direction Miki
is?” I asked.


  “I do!” He nodded. “Ah, but I
won’t tell anyone who isn’t in my party.”


  “I want to go save her myself. If you
tell me the direction, I can do it.”


  “What are you saying?” he laughed.
“Only I can save her. I’m the hero. What are you? Nobody! That’s
who!”


  As my eye twitched, Alysia stroked my
arm to calm me. “Alright, in that case, how about I join your
party?”


  He gave me an awkward look. “Sorry, I
don’t %&&% guys.”


  “This $%&^! Huh? Even me?”


  I glared at the guy, who was quickly
becoming my mortal enemy. He was the absolute worst pig I could
imagine. I just wanted to beat him up and leave him in the dirt.


  I didn’t have to put up with him much
longer before we entered an area overlooking a walled-off town. As he
approached, people let out cries.


  “It’s the hero! Master is here!”


  The gate opened immediately, and Hero
walked forward, his arms outstretched as various animalkin made a
show of applause. We followed behind him, my attitude slowly growing
bleaker by the minute.


  “Master! Master!”


  As we passed through the crowds, a
familiar voice called out, immediately catching my attention. All
three of us ended up turning to see a beautiful woman running toward
us. When I saw her, I nearly cried out. I already experienced one
surprise after another. She was one I hadn’t expected at all. It
was a familiar catgirl.


  Lydia ran toward me, her familiar
orange and black tail swishing as she moved. She looked just like I
remembered. She was beautiful and strong and had an affectionate
smile on her face. As she ran, she raised her hand and waved to me.


  Lydia had her soul taken by Miki too?
She was an animalkin. I supposed it wasn’t too unreasonable to
believe she ended up in Dioshin as well. Either her travels took her
past Miki, or she heard of the trouble and come of her own volition.
That she ended up getting sucked into it as well was truly
surprising.


  “Ah… here comes someone from my
party now!” Hero cried out.


  “Wait, what?”


  Before I could react, Lydia ran into
his arms, wrapping them around him. I didn’t even have time to
process that before she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
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hat the %^&^!”



  I wasn’t even a guy who liked to
swear, but seeing that caused me to flare-up in a rage. My words
seemed to catch Lydia, who turned to me. She let out a cry, her eyes
widened.


  “Master…” She took a few steps
toward me, holding out her hand. “I… didn’t know…”


  “You didn’t know?” I asked.


  Wait… from her perspective, I was
dead. Did she move on so quickly? I was only with her two months
before, seemingly dying. By all accounts, I had been gone almost as
long as I had been with them. Was it arrogance thinking my girls
wouldn’t move on? I was angry, confused, and frustrated.


  “I didn’t know… that you had
brought home a new friend!” She threw her arms around me and kissed
me.


  I pushed her off. “What are you
doing?”


  Lydia smiled, and then glanced at Hero.
“He’s a shy one, but he’s cute. Can I %^$# him?”


  “Now, now, my %^#$ is the only %&&%
you can %^&%.” 



  “Awwwwww…” she whined. “But I
want to %$^& him. I’ll &&%$ anything that moves, after
all.”


  My hurt expression slowly turned
incredulous. I didn’t… I didn’t understand what I was dealing
with.


  “Where are Celeste, Terra, and Shao?”
Hero asked.


  “They’re coming now. I know, let’s
have a big orgy and %^$% everyone!” Lydia announced before looking
at Alysia. “Is she the final girl?” 



  “No…” he rolled his eyes. “She’s
in a relationship!”


  “That’s never stopped you before!”
Lydia responded. “Just take her and then %^$% her, and the other
guy will just have to go away.”


  “I’m the other guy!” I snapped.
“Hold that. What the heck is going on? Celeste is in Aberis, where
she is safe. Shao is in another world. There is no way any of them
are here.”


  Lydia and Hero stared at me blankly,
then turned back to each other.


  “You’re beautiful. I want to %7%$
you so bad.”


  “Stooop!” She blushed. “I want to
%&& your ^*&^ right here in the street.”


  “Wh-what?” I felt like I was going
insane.


  “M-master… I have a theory…”
Alysia spoke up.


  “I’ll take anything at this point.”


  “What did you say this dungeon was
called?”


  “Huh? Oh, it’s Miki’s Mind
Prison.”


  “So, this dungeon is fundamentally a
curse that has imprisoned her within her own mind.”


  “I… guess…”


  “Wouldn’t it stand to reason that
the people closest to Miki, those she knew the best, would… um…
personify within the dungeon? You don’t necessarily need a piece of
the soul to recreate someone. Just a strong enough imprint into
someone else’s soul, right?”


  I looked at her, and then turned to
Lydia. “Are you saying this is a duplicate of Lydia?”


  “Not exactly… more like, this is
Lydia from Miki’s point of view.”


  As we spoke, Lydia approached Alysia.
“Are you sure you don’t want to join Master? You can $%$^ him. I
really want to %$^& you as well.”


  As if to punctuate her words, she
lifted her tail and pushed her butt against Alysia’s arm. Alysia
immediately pulled her arm away. 



  “Don’t touch me, please.” 



  “Sorry… I’m just a horny kitty…
I can’t help it,” she purred. “Maybe you’ll come to like it?”



  Alysia stiffened. “N-no thank you…”


  Lydia shrugged, then ran back to Hero,
rubbing her body all over him. He casually reached out and squeezed
her ass, eliciting a yelp. Then, he threw his head back and laughed
loudly, not even acknowledging that he was in the middle of a public
street. 



  “What I don’t understand… who is
the foxkin guy?” I asked.


  Alysia turned and shot me a look of
disbelief. Our eyes met silently for a few moments. I glanced away. 



  “Do I really need to explain?”
Alysia asked.


  “No…” I looked down, feeling even
more depressed. “No…”


  “Okay, free $&%^s for everyone!”
the pretty boy shouted.


  “Yaaay!” Lydia threw her fist into
the air.


  Everyone else nearby ignored
everything, like they were used to it from their savior. There was a
look in their eyes like their souls were dying slightly from such
vulgar yet censored dere-dere scenes. If that man and his women
hadn’t saved them all, they naturally wouldn’t be able to stand
it. They made themselves scarce. For any normal person, it was a bit
much.


  “I don’t curse…” I muttered to
myself, not sure how to handle such an awkward situation.


  Not only had Miki’s mind conjured up
an exaggerated duplicate of me and all the girls, but it seemed like
if I wanted to find her, I would need to work with them!
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’m nothing like that, right? Right?”
I whispered to Alysia.



  “…”


  “I mean, we need to put this into
perspective. This is only narrative, a lore. Lores and narratives are
prone to exaggeration. We’ve seen it before… no, that would imply
this is an exaggerated form of me! I’m not some pretty boy hero who
goes around fondling and boning any woman that moves, right?”


  “…”


  “Alysia…”


  “Of course not!”


  “Right, but we also need to take in
Miki. She’s been through some intrinsically horrifying events. Her
mind has nearly shattered. Naturally, after experiencing certain
horrific events, her mind really would be in disorder.”


  “Ah… Celeste is coming!” Lydia
cried out, pointing down the street.


  We turned in that direction, finding a
pair of giant boobs hovering toward us. Alysia let out a cry, and my
eyes widened. Everyone else in the town acted like they didn’t see
anything. However, they were just a pair of floating boobs.


  “That’s not… Celeste?”


  “Ah!” The hero who was supposedly
me that everyone called Master stepped forward, throwing us another
smile. “I should introduce you to all of my c%&^sleeves.”


  I don’t smile like that! And I
don’t think that about my women! Ahem… I mean… strong,
independent women who aren’t owned by any man… except me…
technically.


  “Mmm…mgsmmm..gmmms…” a muffled
voice came out from the breasts.


  “Oh, sorry, let me get those.”
Master reached over and split the cleavage, allowing a little head of
Celeste to appear.


  “Hi! I’m Celeste! Will you be the
ones helping us?” She spoke in a very high-pitched voice, much
higher than the real Celeste, almost like she sucked down helium.


  “The girl is in a relationship with
this guy.” The hero rolled his eyes.


  “Now, now… haven’t I said before?
You don’t only need to use women. Some men could be strong and
helpful, too. We should take any help we can get. Plus, not every
girl needs to be Master’s woman.”


  “What are you saying? We should
continue forth with another man beside us?” He frowned.


  “As the smartest person on the team,
I have been calculating the frequency of souls appearing in this
dungeon.”


  “Did she just say she’s the
smartest person on the team?” I asked Alysia tearfully, but she
could only shrug helplessly. 



  “The consumption rate is increasing
exponentially,” she continued in her high-pitched voice with a
matter-of-fact tone. “It will reach a point where we won’t be
able to keep people safe anymore. I fear the dungeon will hit
critical mass and evolve. At that point, it will digest all their
souls into miasma, and we’ll be in grave danger. If that happens,
the curse will become too difficult to take on. I implore Master to
seriously consider starting this expedition immediately. I don’t
believe we can hold out hope that any more powerful warriors will
appear.”


  “I see… so you’re saying the ends
justify the means. I must perform the evil act of partying with a
man. Unless… perhaps… we could turn him into a woman?”


  “Nope!” I cried. “No, not…
we’re not doing that again.”


  I had a left-over potion of gender
bender still in my inventory. I pulled it out and poured it on the
ground in protest.
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ery well, since the wisest of us all
said as much, then I suppose you can come along,” the hero
responded with a pout. “I suppose it’s fine as long as I have
five powerful women. You can be the packhorse.”



  “You…”


  Before I could respond, the ground
shook with a rhythmic thud. I turned to see a giant, muscular
person walking toward us.


  “Ahh… our next party member has
arrived. Terra, my beautiful!”


  “T-Terra!”


  Terra was as tall as me, her shoulders
as wide as three of me. She was a massive wall of muscles, and she
didn’t have a neck. She looked like a weight lifter, although one
exaggerated to the extreme. As soon as she arrived, she flexed her
biceps.


  “Terra has come to fight!” she
declared in a loud booming voice while flexing.


  Master walked up and hugged her, even
though he was much smaller than her. “My cute and sexy little
Terra, you don’t need to act that way with me.”


  She barely reacted and yelled out.
“Terra appreciates Master’s attention!”


  “You’re into that?” I cried out.


  Hero frowned at me. “What are you
saying? All women are beautiful, no matter their size.”


  “I mean… I said that once… but…”


  “Terra confused! Who is this scrawny
man?” she boomed.


  I had a headache. Rubbing my head, I
wanted to know what was going through Miki’s mind.


  “Master, you needn’t think about it
too hard. It’s not like Miki means you any offense. These are more
personifications of the features she values the most from her
friends. Lydia was her sexual guide, so why wouldn’t she be eros
personified? She always envied Celeste’s simple way of thinking and
cutting to the point of things, so she imagines her as intelligent. I
mean, even you appear as a foxkin. Perhaps, in her idolized version
of you, you’d be the same race as her. Well, animalkin have always
been tribal, so don’t blame her too much for that.”


  “I understand. Thank you, Shao…”
I nodded thoughtfully, then jumped. “Shao!”


  “Shao!” Hero cried out, “You’re
here!”


  Hero ran to her. Shao leaped up and
kicked him in the face. Hero went, slamming into a wall.


  “Stay away from me, you piece of
$%^@!”


  I stared with my mouth open. The other
girls only rolled their eyes as if that was expected of Shao. Is that
how Miki saw our relationship? Shao and I were in a sadomasochistic
relationship?


  “Shao!” Hero peeled his face from
the wall and gave a bloody smile. “You’re the same as always. I
love you!”


  She spat. “Trash! My real man is
here. Stop embarrassing yourself!”


  She grabbed my arm and held me tightly.
That’s when I remembered her words earlier.


  “Y-you called me Master? Wait, you’re
not the real Shao, are you?”


  She licked her lips. “I wish I was.
Regrettably, I’m only another one of Miki’s duplicates.”


  “You seem… strangely familiar with
this?”


  “For that, you need to understand how
Miki saw me. Remember, I was introduced as having come from another
world. I saw through your mind, and you saw through mine. That
created a bond between us, where perhaps I understood you and you
understood me more than anything. I understand the nature of this
world because you understand the nature of this world. It’s
something like that.”


  “Really?’


  “Of course, there might be a second
part to it…”


  “What’s that?”


  “Even Miki’s mind can’t keep me
from my true love. She can’t imagine me accepting anything less
than my real Master. This just proves you’re mine forever!”


  Her eyes turned a bit intimidating. Of
every girl in Miki’s dungeon, Shao was the only one she imagined
exactly how Shao was in real life.
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-master…” Alysia spoke up. “Look
at the bright side. At least, you all made a deep enough impression
on her she created you within her mind. I’m not even in this world.
More than that, she wanted you to be the ones who rescued her. She
created her own escape. That’s pretty amazing.”



  “It’s true…” Shao nodded.
“However, this party was destined to fail. Rather, we would have
spent forever waiting to begin our mission. When the great purge
Celeste spoke of happens, everyone who Miki sucked in will die, and
the dungeon inside her will evolve into a more powerful state. We’ll
be remade, and she’ll start killing again, but even more next time.
We’ll try to save them, fail to act, then the cycle will repeat
until Miki is destroyed or there is no life left in the world. Well,
this is the nature of most curses, to absorb and destroy. Miki’s
curse is death, so it’s especially nasty.”


  “I had been thinking something
similar.” I nodded.


  “Of course, as I stated, I know what
you know, so I’m only repeating back to you your own thoughts. I’m
not able to confirm if such a thing is true.”


  “R-right…”


  The headache started coming back. It
was all too surreal. The only saving grace was that I was in a soul
dungeon, which meant they technically didn’t have physical bodies.
The last thing I’d want is for the soul of Terra or Lydia to end up
combining with their real forms wherever they were. That made me
wonder if there wasn’t a way I could use Miki’s versions of them
to find the real ones. I asked Shao.


  “That won’t be possible.” Shao
shrugged. “They have no connection to the real ones. They weren’t
created from a piece of their soul, but a memory. Even Elaya
possesses more of the original Elaya’s soul than these guys.”


  “I see…” I glanced over at Hero’s
party still making a scene.


  I found my Slave Communication with the
other girls was currently cut off, which was about as expected. It
was probably for the best.


  “Girls, after we save the day, we
should all %^&%!” Hero cried out.


  “Yeah! Let’s $^^%!” Lydia added.


  “Terra would like this very much!”


  “Mmmgdd… mmmddmmm.” Celeste’s
chest was no longer being held open, so her cleavage smothered her.


  “What’s with the swearing?” I
demanded.


  “I wonder…” Shao tapped her
finger on her lips.


  “Remember, this dungeon was created
by Miki’s mind. Everything created in it essentially comes from her
mind,” Alysia offered. “Minds are a complicated thing. You might
as well try to interpret dreams as a guess as to why people think a
certain way. Perhaps she associates vulgarity with swearing. Or,
maybe she thinks it is alluring… so when you act sexual, she has
you use it. Well, she censors it in her own mind, so she is clearly
conflicted about it. Notice that Terra, Celeste, and Shao, who she
doesn’t see in a lewd light, don’t swear at all.”


  “Interesting…”


  I felt like I was doing a case study
regarding Miki’s mind. I noticed the village we were in closely
resembled Chalm. It didn’t look like the city she grew up in.
However, I also noticed the doors were shorter. If I were to enter a
building, I’d need to bend over to get through the doors. Miki was
shorter, and just didn’t need that height, so the buildings created
in her mind didn’t have them. The outdoors carried a light scent of
lavender. Was that perhaps her favorite smell?


  “Master, it might be best if you put
the party in motion.”


  “R-right… you said that once she
reached a critical mass, she’d evolve. I already accepted I won’t
be able to save the city of rabbitkin, but surely once she’s done
with it, she’ll be close to evolving.”


  “You misunderstand. She’s already
reached that state. She’s sitting outside of the city now. Her
evolution will be complete in a few hours!”
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e don’t have any additional time to
waste. Shao, do you know where Miki is?” I asked after hearing the
limited timing we had.



  “Only that man knows the method of
getting to her. You’ll need to work with him.” Shao gave a
displeased look in the direction of Hero.


  “I could destroy him and take his
karmic debt.”


  “Are you sure you can?” Alysia
asked.


  I frowned. “What are you implying?”


  She raised her hands. “I don’t mean
any offense! It’s just if he is how Miki thinks of you. What if she
saw you as undefeatable? Then, would you be able to defeat him? He
might even be more powerful than a dungeon’s final boss, depending
on Miki’s image of you.”


  “As much as the cheap imitation
irritates me,” Shao added. “I must admit, she’s right. You’ll
waste precious time and energy battling him, and even if you do take
over his karma so the dungeon sees you like him, you’d be weakening
the overall team. Rather than replace it, it might be better if you
just make use of him.”


  I nodded after considering their
argument. It would be convenient if I took his role. After all, Miki
secretly wanted me to fulfill his role and complete the lore created
within her mind. However, I’d only be satisfying my wounded pride.
A smarter decision would be to work alongside this guy, even if he
irritated me.


  “Then, Alysia, get him moving.”


  “M-me!”


  “I’m apparently just a tag-along in
this narrative,” I explained, glancing at Hero. “Since my role is
currently being filled by someone else, you’re the catalyst to push
this story to a conclusion.”


  I reasoned out a bit about Miki’s
world. Whatever they did to her, she created a means of saving
everything. Built into the lore of the dungeon was a way to save all
the souls she took, and to save herself as well. It was truly amazing
and spoke of Miki’s incredible ability as a spiritualist and her
tenacious will. Most dungeons had a desire, but they had no clear
plan on how to achieve it. Miki’s dungeon, on the other hand, had a
very clear plan.


  Then again, its goal depended on a man
Miki believed to be dead. She didn’t believe I would come to save
her. That’s why the spot that needed to be filled was for someone
else. Specifically, she believed that, at one point, her friends, one
of my former slaves, would come and get swallowed into her dungeon.
That’s when the sequence would start, and they’d have a chance to
complete the lore and save her.


  That was why Alysia drew Hero’s
interest in the first place. She met the criteria of being one of my
slaves. So, I would have to depend on Alysia. At least, that was my
reasoning.


  Unfortunately, there was a tiny problem
with the plan, and that was timing. I arrived at the very end of the
dungeon’s feeding cycle, and Miki’s dungeon was on the verge of
evolving. I had no clue what that evolution meant, but I knew a
tsunami of miasma would flood the dungeon, destroying every soul in
it and reset everything, much like the Maid’s Lament. Our only
chance was to complete the lore in the next few hours.


  I nudged Alysia forward with my
shoulder. We had to get moving.
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-Deek?” Alysia called out, but the
guy ignored her and she glanced at me.



  I clenched my teeth slightly, but
nodded. “It’s fine.”


  “Master?”


  The hero, who was still playing around
with the girls as if he led a carefree life, turned to Alysia and
smiled. “Yes, my beautiful little flower?”


  Alysia’s mouth twitched. “Um, it’s
best if we get a move on. We must rescue Miki quickly. There’s
little time.”


  He had Lydia in one arm as she rubbed
against him, and boobs… ahem… Celeste with her boobs pressed
against his other arm. He straightened and let go of Lydia as he put
on a heroic façade.


  “Since you’ve decided to become my
woman, I naturally couldn’t say no. Let us go off and save her!”


  As if that was all that needed to be
said, he strut off. The other girls were immediately pulled to him.
Even Shao seemed to be drawn in, as if tied by some force.


  “Come on…” she hissed as she
backed away.


  Alysia and I shared a glance and
followed the party. They walked out of town, seemingly moving in a
straight line down a long, rocky road that led away from the city.
The movement was extremely steady, and they moved in one direction.


  “How far away is she?” I asked.


  I was feeling a bit rushed, given the
situation. However, my voice met with deaf ears. Although he engaged
with me naturally when he was rescuing me, from the moment Alysia
agreed to join him, it was like a switch was flipped. Incidentally, I
became an NPC, and there was no programming between him and me once
the portion of the story unfolded.


  I entered the world through a video
game, and the world was filled with various game-like things. It was
the first time I realized how true that was. In a way, the lore of a
dungeon was just like a video game. There were levels, and as you
progressed, you gained increasingly larger portions of the lore. Some
games were open-world, some games were puzzle games, and some games
were walking simulations. Dungeons even had assets they could use,
and you could gather or accumulate more assets based on a principle
of input and output.


  I once had a physics teacher who even
suggested that real-life was just a simulation, just one more
complicated and open than our brains could comprehend. Would someone
in a video game realize they were in a video game? It truly was a new
way of looking at dungeons I hadn’t considered before.


  However, for the moment, I had to focus
on staying alive. When he didn’t answer me, I turned to someone who
he was coded to speak to. Alysia nodded and then repeated my
question.


  “Far away,” he responded. “The
journey will be filled with danger. We’ll have to cross rivers and
mountains. We’ll have to forge through unspeakable horrors! We’ll
brave the icy cold and the scorching heat. Only then will we finally
arrive at the… we’ve arrived!”


  “Eh?” Alysia blinked.


  “We’re here. Good journey
everybody. I’m gladdened we’ve made it all in one piece.”


  All the girls began crying and holding
each other as if they went through what he described.


  “Th-this dungeon was just made a
short while ago…” I explained. “Perhaps… she hadn’t had a
chance to grow those features yet.”


  Dungeons grew as they aged. The lore
grew and became more complicated. However, if you jumped in a bit
early on, there was a chance some intended events might not yet be
implemented. It looked like we skipped a major portion of the lore.
Or rather, we skipped the boring middle portion and arrived at the
final chapter. Given the short time involved, that suited me just
fine.
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he final dungeon was a cave. It was a
dungeon inside a dungeon. That wasn’t quite right. If you looked at
the dungeon as a series of acts, the first act was arriving and being
saved outside the city, the second act was joining his team in the
city, the third act was the grand journey that was severely
shortened, and then we’d be on the final act, the one where we
finally saved Miki. Some dungeons existed as a progression of levels,
but the progression of Miki’s dungeon was also a progression of a
story, the story of Miki’s rescue.



  As soon as we entered the dungeon,
Alysia let out a noise of surprise. I had to agree with her, as it
was immediately recognizable. It was the dungeon where Lady Death was
made. It was a replica of the laboratory dungeon we had ventured down
before. That shouldn’t be so surprising. That place was the source
of Miki’s trauma, so why wouldn’t it be the place she’d find
her soul trapped? It was where she became a cursed monster that
walked across the land.


  Furthermore, one of her first actions
was consuming the lore of the laboratory dungeon, so she had all the
laboratory’s assets and story and could replicate it perfectly.
However, unlike the one we entered, which was a dead husk, Miki’s
version was very much alive. As soon as we walked in, a catkin guard
stepped forward.


  “You can’t be here! Turn away!”
he demanded.


  Hero arrogantly pulled out his sword.
“We are here for the girl! Release her immediately!”


  “Die!”


  The catkin raced forward, and nearly a
dozen more emerge from the ceilings and walls to join him in his
fight. The girls battled the catkin. Alysia and I fought as well.
Without Alysia as my blade, my damage output was reduced, but that
didn’t mean I wasn’t capable of fighting. The six of us took care
of the twelve enemies and moved down to the next floor.


  On the next floor, we didn’t only
encounter crazed scientists and guards but experimented on foxkin
which acted more like monsters than humans. We fought our way down
another stairway where we encountered mutated beasts and ghosts. The
party made good time, but it still took nearly an hour to pass the
first three floors. That’s when we traversed through an area I was
vaguely familiar with.


  “Wait… this is where I encountered
the head scientist.”


  “Hmm? Oh yeah…” Alysia nodded.


  “We’re running out of time. This
evolution could start in an hour, or maybe even sooner,” I spoke,
touching the wall. “Maybe it’s still here…”


  Click. I found the button the
man used, and a secret passage opened. I let out a breath of relief.
The laboratory wasn’t the deepest dungeon, but I didn’t want to
risk taking too long.


  “Hey, guys!” When none of them
looked back, I glanced at Alysia.


  “There is a shortcut here!” Alysia
announced.


  “Wonderful!” Hero declared, walking
back and glancing around. “Where is it?” he asked, the entrance
leading down directly in front of him. 



  It was something he could not miss.
Like how mobs couldn’t see safe rooms. Was he unable to see the
shortcut?
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ould it be a good time to absorb his
karma?” Alysia asked.



  “To what purpose?” I frowned. “That
still leaves Lydia, Celeste, and Terra unable to see the entrance.
I’m not sure about Shao.”


  She gave a small shrug when I looked
over at her. “I’m aware of its existence because you’re aware
of its existence. However, if I want to go down it, I’d have to
follow the fake you.”


  So, if I took his karma, Shao could
follow because of her nature, but there was no guarantee the others
would. I scratched my chin. That was another aspect of dungeons like
a video game. Mobs had boundaries they were locked inside. In a
standard dungeon, there was a particular group of mobs on each floor,
and they rarely crossed. Of course, there were exceptions, such as
during a dungeon flood or when the dungeon master allowed it, but in
general, mobs couldn’t do certain things.


  One of those things was passing through
safe rooms. They couldn’t see them, and if you put a mob in a safe
room, its connection to the dungeon would be cut. That could cause a
myriad of effects, such as the mob going nuts. Alternatively, they
could gain lucidity if it was the dungeon causing them to go crazy.
If the monster’s power was based on miasma, it might take damage,
and they would certainly become weakened and vulnerable in such a
room.


  That was why dungeon masters usually
didn’t follow you into a safe room. They could… but their
greatest strength was their connection to the dungeon, and they
wouldn’t be able to access it in a safe room. Other mobs that
gained intelligence could know about and enter a safe room based on
their will. However, if a dungeon wanted them to leave, it’d
usually make an alternative exit around the safe room. What I was
looking at was one such alternative exit, although it wasn’t
created with the intent of mobs moving through, or maybe I should say
the lore of this dungeon didn’t plan for the hero to reach the boss
room through the shortcut, and thus the NPCs didn’t have such a
program.


  “I’m sorry. I have no clue what
you’re looking at.” The hero spoke with an awkward smile on his
face.


  “Should I just pick him up and toss
him down?” Alysia offered.


  “I just had a thought.” I shrugged
and lifted my hand. “Portal.”


  I was a bit surprised, but a portal
opened up. I turned to Shao for confirmation, but I didn’t need it
because I could see the other party members making noises of
surprise.


  “Where does this lead?” Alysia
asked.


  “The boss room,” I sighed. “I’ve
already been in this dungeon, so I’ve mapped out our route to the
boss room. Technically, this is a new place in a new location, but
it’s an exact duplicate created by the original lore. It stood to
reason that the mana signature between the two would be the same.”


  That’s not saying I could have
created a portal to the location when I first came to this world.
First off, I didn’t even know it was the inevitable end location.
Secondly, the dungeon wasn’t in the same place, so I wouldn’t
have been able to locate it to portal to it. However, from within the
laboratory dungeon, following the same path the scientist led me
down, I created a portal directly to the boss room. While the hero’s
party couldn’t see the shortcut, it looked like they could at least
acknowledge portals.


  “Master, we’re going through!”
Alysia declared, shoving Hero through.


  I glanced at her with a raised eyebrow.
“If you were just going to toss him anyway…”


  She stiffened. “He smiles too much…
it was getting on my nerves.”


  It seemed like even Alysia was getting
tired of Hero. I didn’t take offense. That told me there could only
be one of me.
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fter Hero was nudged into the portal by
Alysia, the other girls let out cries and leaped in after him. He was
the hero, so him going first was just fine. I nodded for Shao to go,
then Alysia and I jumped through last. We ended up in the familiar,
experimental room where the scientist tried to kill me. I half
expected him to be the final boss. I was wary of him throwing out the
death curse again. I didn’t have Alysia in sword form to casually
cut it in half. I planned to let Hero take the curse and die, then
take the scientist out while he was recovering. That solved two
problems at once.



  However, upon entering the familiar
room, I didn’t see the scientist at all. In fact, rather than being
covered in light, the majority of the room was dark, with a single
bright light shining on us. It was the same place, but a completely
different atmosphere than the last time I was there. As the portal
shut behind me, Hero was already walking to the edge of the darkness,
a considering look on his face.


  He lifted his hand and created an orb
of light. Then he tossed the orb into the darkness. It winked out as
soon as it passed from the light to the darkness. I was sure Hero
also tried his light spell, but I wasn’t in his party like Alysia,
so I didn’t get to take advantage of it. I cast my light spell, and
just as I predicted, the light didn’t spread into the suffocating
darkness.


  “Mmm! Mmmmghmmmm!” a muffled voice
came out.


  Hero helped Celeste out. “What is
it?”


  “The light is shrinking! The darkness
is closing in!”


  The movement was imperceptibly slow,
but she was right. After entering, the ring of light slowly grew
smaller and smaller.


  “Is this a trap?” Alysia asked
anxiously.


  “I don’t know,” I responded.
“Let’s check.”


  I pulled a piece of meat from a
previous meal out of my inventory and tied it to a string. Then I
tossed the string out into the darkness. After a few seconds, I
rolled the line in to bring the meat back into the light. An empty
string appeared, completely devoid of the bait I attached to the end.


  “It’s gone.” Alysia’s eyes
widened.


  “Well, that’s not reassuring,” I
muttered.


  “Should we retreat?” Alysia
offered.


  That was one option. I could make a
portal and return to the hallway. As I considered my next choice,
Hero spoke up.


  “This is a test. My love will guide
me!” He took a step directly into the darkness.


  The girls all let out cries of
surprise, but none of them followed. As soon as he stepped out, the
light stopped shrinking. I didn’t hear anything from Alysia, and I
glanced at each other. Then I looked back at Shao.


  “Should we go?”


  “The party can’t follow,” she
explained. “This part you’re meant to do on your own.”


  I let out a sigh. “Seriously… we
didn’t need the party, after all?”


  She chuckled, putting her hand over her
mouth. “Who said Miki was a skilled storyteller? This is the final
part… the part where the hero will prove his love and free her. The
question is, will it be him or you who frees her?”


  I shot her a small smile, reached out,
and grabbed Alysia’s hand, then stepped into the darkness.
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n the end, it’s only miasma,” I
whispered.



  After plunging into the darkness,
something attempted to attack, but it was a miasma attack. If I
didn’t have a God Soul with miasma affinity, in might have been a
challenge, but it would affect neither me nor Alysia. When I spoke, I
noticed there was no sound. I repeated them with Slave Communication.


  “This darkness seems to block all my
senses. Do you know where we are going?” Alysia asked in response.


  “I’m sure this is some kind of
test. Stumbling through the dark, having to find Miki even though you
can’t see or hear her.”


  “How are you supposed to find her,
then?” Alysia asked.


  “I don’t know? With your heart?”
I joked.


  “Heart…” Alysia repeated
thoughtfully, then perked up. “Do you think there might be
something left of the bond between you and Miki?”


  “The Illusory Sword Realm destroyed
that bond,” I explained. “I can’t track her with my skills
anymore.”


  “I know that… I meant, is there a
chance you still can feel something? Miki wouldn’t have designed
this to be unbeatable. If you were right and she expected one of the
other girls to be in my place, then she had to believe they’d have
some way of reaching her. Furthermore, only a former slave of yours
should be able to find her. It’s a means of keeping anyone else
from completing this dungeon.”


  “Can you feel anything?” I asked.


  “No… but I wasn’t your slave when
Miki was still connected to you. You have to consider she’s a
spiritualist. Her sensitivity toward such bonds would be many times
greater than others. It was possible she didn’t realize just how
hard the bond would be for them to follow.”


  I closed my mouth. She might be onto
something. Just considering Miki’s intentions, she might have
expected it to come to that. I slowed to a stop and closed my eyes.
Rather than plunge forward aimlessly, I tried to pay attention to
anything and everything around me, feeling my way forward. I turned
toward inclinations, the tiniest tugs. I didn’t know how long I
stood in the dark, but Alysia didn’t say anything nor move an inch.
She was used to silently being by my side as my sword. If anything,
the dark environment where all she could feel was me was natural to
her.


  “All… she can feel is me,” I
spoke into the nothingness.


  I felt something. I didn’t know if it
was imagined or not. It was like the most imperceptible tug. Like
someone I cared about was reaching for me. It was a tug not at my
body, but against my soul. Compared to the pulling at my soul that
brought me to Miki’s dungeon, it was nothing, but I believed I felt
it. I took a step, and then another. I slowly moved forward through
the darkness. The more steps I took, the more certain I became that I
was heading in the right direction. I didn’t know how long I walked
through the darkness. It could have been as long as an hour. Time was
running short, but I couldn’t panic. I had to reach her.


  Light struck my eyes, and I opened them
to find I was standing in front of a massive cage. Within that cage
was Miki, wrapped up in chains. Standing next to her was Hero. He
looked in our direction with a sad smile on his face.


  Miki’s eyes opened. “Thank you for
coming this far. I’m sorry for all the evil I’ve done. You might
have come here with the hope of saving me. However, I do not want to
be saved.”


  “What are you saying?” I demanded.


  She didn’t seem to see me. It was
almost like her speech was recorded. She had no awareness I was in
the room with her. The real Miki was still imprisoned.


  “I thought I could bring Master back
if I became close enough to death. I’ve examined the souls of so
many, and yet detect Master’s soul in the beyond. As time passes,
the likelihood of saving him only drops. At this point, I must accept
that I can’t save him.”


  “You foolish girl, you didn’t find
me because I’m not dead,” I responded.


  “I’ve brought you here because as
one of Master’s women, I couldn’t stand it if you were hurt too.
I no longer have control of the monster I’ve become, and while I
have rivers of blood on my hands, I couldn’t allow you to add to
it. That’s why I planned things this way. You will be sent out of
this dungeon and spared, and I will meet the fate I deserve. I love
you all, but I can no longer exist in a world without him.”


  “Master!” Alysia warned.


  Hero lifted his blade as Miki lowered
her head. He lifted it over her. I was wrong. Miki didn’t design
the lore to save herself. She designed it as her execution!
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s if I’d let that happen!” I
exploded forward, closing the distance between Hero and me.



  As his sword fell, my own rose to meet
it. There was an eruption of force as I blocked his strike aimed at
Miki’s neck. I kicked with my foot, but Hero was a harder
obstruction than I predicted. We were both thrown back about an equal
distance from Miki.


  “You cannot prevent this!” Miki
cried. “I must die.”


  “She must die.”


  “Mmm… gmmm… mmm..”


  “It must be done.” The four-party
members emerged into the light, each holding a weapon.


  The dungeon was turning hostile. They
intended to force the resolution. I thought it was a dungeon looking
for an ending. It was difficult enough completing a lore and
resolving a curse, but Miki’s dungeon was something else entirely.
Miki engineered her dungeon using her incredible spiritual ability to
create a narrative that resulted in her death. The lore wouldn’t be
complete until all the pieces were in place, but in the end, she
hoped to kill herself.


  To what end? Miki was at the core of
the dungeon, and once she was destroyed, the dungeon would expel all
the souls inside. It might resurrect some of those people, but many
wouldn’t be, either because no one knew there was a difference, or
because no one alive recognized or could find a connection to the
person. Specifically, in the boss’ room, the people inside would
return outside and be reformed using the power of the dungeon.


  Thus, Miki designed a means of escape
for her friends, but there was more to it. Miki suggested we would be
the only ones to survive. That meant the other souls wouldn’t be
released, and would instead be turned into miasma. The only reason to
do that would be to cast some kind of power. It only took me a few
moments to realize what it was.


  “You want to pass on your knowledge…”
I theorized.


  “The cost of the knowledge was too
great. Let me die, and I will give you the knowledge of life and
death. Perhaps you will be able to one day save Master, where I
failed.”


  She wasn’t talking to me, but to
Alysia. Even though I had blocked Hero, I was still an abnormality
within the dungeon, a part of the lore Miki wasn’t able to account
for. After all, why would she predict my presence when I was dead?


  Other than her insane spiritual
ability, Miki also had psionic abilities. If the dungeon was
completed and Miki turned into a blessing, that lore would lock
within her blessing. A former slave of mine who gained such a
blessing may gain some ability and be able to see and understand
Miki’s story… but there was a big difference between knowing
someone’s story and knowing what they knew. I absorbed many lores,
but that didn’t mean I knew the collective knowledge of the people
involved in that lore. I didn’t become an expert in what they were
an expert in.


  That was why Miki chose death. She
would crack open her soul, and use the power of the dungeon to write
her knowledge into someone else, someone more deserving, someone
whose hands weren’t stained in blood and who hadn’t become a
curse. I began realizing that the Miki I knew was only the tip of the
iceberg. The mischievous and teasing foxgirl had such complicated
feelings.


  Since she showed me her true feelings,
I had better return them.
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lysia, repeat the words I’m about to
say.”



  “Miki, you don’t need to live like
this,” I said, and a few seconds later Alysia called out the same
words. “You don’t need to sacrifice yourself. Master is alive.
Deek is alive. He wants you to remain alive, too.”


  Although she couldn’t hear my words,
she should acknowledge Alysia. The way she stiffened at those words
told me I was right. For a brief moment, I hoped I could change her
mind. However, if curses were so easy to cure, then anyone would have
a blessing. After a brief moment of consideration, a sad smile formed
on her face.


  “If only such a thing could be true,”
she sighed.


  “It is true!” Alysia cried out.
“Aren’t you the one that has the most spiritual perception? He
was able to find you. Don’t tell me you’re not able to sense
him!”


  “I know you wish to stop this, but I
can’t. If I don’t do this, you will also perish. Do you
understand? I’m already cursed. Even if Master… my true Master,
was here. I would still give my life to protect him.”


  “Heh… you think you have this all
figured out?” My expression darkened.


  Alysia looked at me and flinched
slightly. “M-master…”


  “You think I would let you give your
life for me so needlessly?” I demanded. “I know you can hear me.
Are you pretending I’m not here? If I was here, then everything
you’ve done would be for nothing. If I was alive, then you would
have to face the countless people you slaughtered. Is that it?”


  My voice nearly rose to a shout, but
Miki didn’t face me. However, I noticed a single tear falling down
her cheek and was pretty sure I was on point. Miki was ashamed of
herself. The entire parade was a guilt trip she was putting on for
herself. However, I wasn’t feeling sorry for her. Rather, I was
angry.


  “Did you think I would sit back and
let this happen? Do you think so little of me?” I declared, pulling
out my sword. “You’re not trapped in that prison. You’re hiding
in it. You’re hiding from your responsibility! If that’s the
case, I’ll tear apart your chains and pull you out!”


  I lunged forward, aiming for the chains
wrapped around Miki. My blade met resistance, and I found myself
parried as my blade was about to cut through the first chain. I
looked to the side to see Hero standing there. He gave a familiar,
all-too-friendly grin. It was pissing me off.


  “I can’t let you do that. Even if
you freed her, it wouldn’t change anything.”


  The man who moments ago was about to
chop Miki’s head off was protecting her from me. That was rich.


  “Let me?” I sneered. “You won’t
let me do anything. I had a feeling I’d end up fighting you. You’re
not the first ‘me’ I’ve killed.”


  “Hold back, Master,” Shao spoke up.
“We’ll finish Miki off.”


  I glanced to the side. “You too,
Shao?”


  “If she dies, won’t I have Master
all to myself?” Shao shrugged. “You wondered why I was so normal?
Perhaps it is because Miki always feared that of all the women, I’d
be the one to end her life!”


  It looked like the dungeon’s true
nature was revealing itself in more ways than one.
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lysia… protect Miki,” I responded.



  “Yes, Master.” Alysia stood in
front of Miki protectively as the other four women formed a circle.


  It was pretty ridiculous. I was trying
to attack Miki’s chains while my doppelgänger was trying to stop
me. Meanwhile, Alysia was protecting Miki while the other party
members were trying to kill her.


  Of course, at any moment, my
doppelgänger could turn and try to attack Miki, but then again, at
any moment, Alysia could turn and attack the chains. Thus, it became
a giant battle of keep-away. I took several slashes at the chains,
but Hero blocked everyone. The pair of us danced around Miki as we
fought for the upper hand.


  Alysia took a more direct approach,
using a powerful barrier to hold back the four women. If Miki
replicated the girls based on their status the last time she was with
them, then Alysia was stronger than the other girls. That didn’t
mean she was necessarily stronger than all of them together, but with
her playing a purely defensive role, it wasn’t too bad. Celeste
whipped out air attacks while Lydia and Terra pressed hard. It was
Shao who was the most dangerous, trying to sneak past Alysia’s
blind spot to strike Miki.


  As Alysia used the abilities she once
had as a warrior, general, and dungeon diver, I focused on my issues.
If I hoped Miki underestimated my abilities and Hero was a pushover,
they were quickly dashed. His attacks were brutal and heavy, and
without the advantage I had when I combined my strength with Alysium,
I found myself disadvantaged.


  We danced around Miki. Any time I
attempted to make a move toward her, he would intercept it. Realizing
I couldn’t free her with him present, I focused on defeating him.
Whether it came from Miki’s will or simply chance, Hero wasn’t
trying to kill me. He focused entirely on defending, which made it
even more difficult to defeat him short term. I considered using more
powerful abilities, but I worried about it. We were deep within
Miki’s soul dungeon, at the source of her power. It was possible
she could nerf anything I tried.


  “Master!” Alysia cried out.


  Four on one put her at a disadvantage,
no matter how strong she was. Lydia used her superior speed and broke
past her, while Terra used her size to block Alysia. Celeste cut off
her movements with wind blades, trapping her and keeping her from
taking action. I lunged for Miki, but a blade struck toward me. I
threw up my blade to stop Hero, but the blade sliced through my own.
As my blade broke in two, a powerful attack struck me and went
flying. I struck the ground in time to see Lydia’s blade swing at
Miki’s neck.


  “No!” I shouted.


  Ding! A clang rang out, followed
by a dull thud. Lydia, who had a cheerful expression plastered to her
face, jerked in surprise. She looked down to see a dagger stabbed
directly in her chest. Then she looked up to see Shao standing there.


  “H-how?”


  “Hmm?” Shao tapped her chin, a
devilish smirk on her face. “I said from the beginning. I only have
one Master. If someone hurts a woman he cares about, he’ll
definitely be mad at me. That’s why, whether I’m real or not,
every part of me belongs to Master!”


  “Then you are no longer needed!”


  While I watched the scene unfold, I
hadn’t noticed Hero move, appearing behind Shao. She didn’t move
to block him as he attacked her. Perhaps that single moment of
defiance was all she was allowed. As the blade struck her back, she
went flying, slamming into the floor in a heap.
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hao’s body landed somewhere near
where I was getting to my feet. With a shout, I ran over to her. As
soon as my hand touched her, I tried using healing spells. Yet, I was
in a soul dungeon. She didn’t have a physical body, so what exactly
was I trying to heal? As I left her head in my hand, I prepared to
send some of my life into her. Just as I was about to do this, Shao’s
hand whipped out and grabbed my wrist, stopping me.



  “Stop,” she declared, her eyes
fluttering open. “Your Shao… is still out there.”


  “E-even so…”


  “I know her… Deek. I’m based on
her. As much as Miki’s creations were created at her whim, she
wasn’t a fool. Her mastery of mind and magic led her to understand
us in ways we didn’t understand ourselves.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “Shao… is in trouble.”


  “What?” I responded. “She’s on
Earth.”


  “Even so… you were the rock that
ground her. When you died, the world fell out from under her. I know
her, and I know you. So, save her next… please.”


  “I will… in fact, we can both save
her together.”


  She shook her head. “My purpose is
over. It’s time for me to leave. As long as you don’t forget…
I’ll always, be inside…”


  Her hand gently touched my chest. Then
her head fell back, and her eyes filmed over. In my arms, her body
dissipated into smoke. After a few seconds, there was nothing left.


  “Do you understand now?” Hero asked
in an arrogant voice. “Some people can’t be saved. Some people
don’t want to be saved. Sometimes, it’s better to just let them
die.”


  Hero was speaking, but he only speaking
Miki’s will. My hands clenched into fists, and I slowly stood, my
body shaking. Hero remained unmoving since he attacked Shao. The fake
Lydia already disappeared into miasma, and even though he was close
enough to attack Miki, he waited for me. Perhaps, there was guilt or
an approximation of honor. Alysia was still fighting Terra and
Celeste. With only the two of them, she was holding her own much
better, but with Celeste’s speed, it was only a matter of time.


  I glanced at Miki, who hung her head so
her pale blonde hair blocked her face, like she was hiding from the
world. There was something off about it, but I couldn’t quite put
my finger on things. There was still a missing part of the puzzle.


  As I thought about it, I laughed. I
threw my head back and laughed. Hero frowned, not understanding the
joke.


  “I understand now,” I responded,
lowering my eyes to him. “I understand everything.”


  “Then, I will end her life now—”


  “You were created based on me, at
least the me Miki felt that she needed,” I cut him off. “For the
longest time, I felt I wasn’t good enough for the girls. I felt if
I became better, stronger, more capable, that I would one day become
everything they wanted me to be. I would become the man that deserved
all of these women. That was a mistake.”


  “You are powerful, but in this place,
I will have the advantage,” Hero declared.


  “You misunderstand… I’m not
saying I’m not powerful enough. I’m just saying the mistake I
made was thinking that needed to meet their expectations. It was
meeting their expectations that was the problem. Miki was convinced I
died. Perhaps Celeste, being the smartest in the party, was accurate,
because she was the only one who had faith I didn’t perish. For the
rest of you, you couldn’t imagine a me that survived. As our time
was short, you always thought somewhere in the back of your mind
there would be a time when I would leave. Even as you smiled and held
onto me, you feared, no… expected the time wouldn’t last!”


  “What are you saying?” Hero
demanded.


  “I thought I had to meet the
expectations of the women of my life. I thought I had to be good
enough for them. I was far too modest. I had to be better than that.
I needed to be a stable rock that would never fail and would always
come back, no matter what. I’m no longer satisfied with being
enough.” I pulled out another blade from my inventory. “I will be
the best!”
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 exploded toward Hero, the ground under
me splintering. As I moved, the tattoos on my body glowed. I adjusted
my dungeon points to concentrate on speed and strength, then attacked
him savagely. I was previously fighting him reservedly. I was holding
back and reserving my strength. There was no reason for me to do that
anymore.



  I was a white mage. I could heal any
damage I received. Even after all that time, it was instinctual for
me to avoid damage. Hero, who it was anyone’s guess if he even felt
pain, would naturally fight to the death for Miki. As for me, I was
avoiding taking damage, because even if I could ignore pain, it
wasn’t like I’d sit back and allow myself to get hit. I changed
my strategy, allowing myself to be hit if I could inflict damage on
him as well.


  When I needed to, I backed away and
healed, then went at him again. My attacks were more aggressive, and
Hero’s mocking smile slowly turned into concentration. It was hard
to know which one of us took more hits, but I healed after each of
mine while his wounds accumulated.


  “We’re running out of time,” he
declared. “You’re wasting time!”


  “Then, die already!” I snapped.


  His body glowed, and he used a powerful
attack. It was like the attack he had used when my blade broke.
Knowing that, I moved to receive the attack, but at the last minute,
I brought out the third sword from my inventory and attacked with
that. Finding my body phase-shifting through his attack, he lost
balance, and a moment later, he lost an arm.


  We split, and his arm fell to the
ground. I wasn’t landing that attack without taking a bit of a hit.
I spat out blood. However, I was already healing myself and preparing
for the next attack. The once gentle and flirtatious smile on Hero’s
face became sinister and angry.


  “You think you’ve won?” he
snorted. “You seem to misunderstand me. You believe Miki is somehow
in control here. If Miki had things her way, do you think she’d
allow you to be hurt?”


  “I figured it wasn’t all Miki,” I
responded. “After all, there is always a bit of a disconnect
between the dungeon and the dungeon master. Since Miki’s soul is
taking the place of the dungeon core, then naturally, who was the one
protecting it?”


  Hero grinned. “So, you realized.”


  “The one thing I didn’t understand
was why you would go about destroying Miki. The dungeon boss exists
to protect the dungeon. While dungeon bosses have been known to
concede their dungeon, they would rarely act so self-destructively.
Of course, if you never intended to destroy the dungeon in the first
place…”


  “Hahaha…” he laughed, his voice
changing slightly, sounding strangely familiar to me.


  Miasma rose around him and all the
damage on his body healed in an instant. For a moment, I felt
something about him that was off and, combined with his voice, I put
together the part I had been missing.


  “The head scientist!” I took a step
back. “I should have known you’d be here. You were the dungeon
master when she absorbed it. The lore had to have an imprint of you
in it.”


  “Ah? So, we have met? I should’ve
guessed when you took my secret tunnel down here. If it’s any
consolation, you were supposed to be the dungeon master, but I
infected her creation. I’ve been given this new, powerful body, and
soon I will have complete control of the dungeon too!”
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y original plan was simple. I was going
to cut off just a piece of the core. Miki’s head… or rather, her
mind and will. I even convinced her it was her idea. Using the power
of the souls we absorbed; I’d expel all of you and lobotomize her.
Except Miki’s dungeon wouldn’t be destroyed. She’d be reformed
into my puppet. Then, I’d be able to use her as I wanted,” the
scientist explained before his expression turned slightly ugly. “I
would have succeeded if you didn’t suddenly try to be a hero.”



  “You don’t want the dungeon to
evolve, either,” I hypothesized. “If the dungeon is stronger, you
won’t be able to control it as cleanly.”


  “Leave it to another dungeon master
to understand my woes.” He shrugged in the insolent way I
remembered. “Once I have Miki under my control, I will take over
Dioshin, using her body as my puppet. Consuming a few million more of
those wretched animalkin, and evolving together, I’ll become
unstoppable!”


  That was the final piece of the story,
the part that didn’t make sense to me. Miki’s curse would have
been an extension of her will. No matter how angry or desperate she
was, she’d still have some sense. Yet, her suicidal plan, while
altruistic, wasn’t exactly clever. The answer was simple. Miki
didn’t have complete control of herself.


  That was why she didn’t kill the
foxkin when she left the dungeon. At the time, she was still forming
her dungeon. At the time, she was still in control. Even once the
dungeon formed, that didn’t mean she’d go crazy. There were
plenty of dungeons, like Matty’s Dungeon and Gram’s Dungeon, who
had their own logic and weren’t nearly so destructive. The reason
behind it all was her first act, to absorb the dungeon lore of the
laboratory.


  I was right from the get-go. She was
imprisoned by the head scientist all along. He was the one putting
her in chains. What I hadn’t realized was that he was continuing to
deceive her. From the moment she walked into that laboratory, she was
tricked into thinking she was doing the right thing. The copy of the
scientist I killed was created, took over my clone, and immediately
led her down a dark path where she couldn’t see the light. Perhaps
that was why my alleged clone was an animalkin and didn’t really
look like me.


  I glanced at Miki, and her dull eyes
seeming to see nothing made more sense. Her mental psyche was shaken
when I suggested I was still alive, but rather than her being able to
use that to break free from her emotional turmoil, the scientist used
it to cement his power. Alysia and I were the only thing standing in
his way.


  “So, you understand now…” He
grinned. “I am Master!”


  “Master…” I raised an eyebrow,
feeling a strange sensation deep inside me. “You’re Miki’s
master?”


  “I am…” he responded, lifting his
sword. “Now, leave this dungeon!”


  “Miki… only has one master.”


  “And it’s me…”


  I shook my head, clarity forming in my
mind. “I am Miki’s master. I’ve always been her master. I will
always be her master. Her body and her soul are mine. If Miki is a
dungeon, then the solution is clear! I am her dungeon master!”


  I slammed my sword into the ground, a
force of power erupting outward. A portal ripped open behind me.


  “Wh-what’s happening?” Elaya’s
voice cried from beyond the portal.


  “I’m going to war,” I announced.


  “Again?” she cried out. “How
about a warning next time? Assemble the troops!” 



  “That won’t be necessary,” I
grinned, lifting my hand. “Don’t worry… I’ll take care of
things this time!”


  Alysia let out a cry as she turned into
light and flew toward me. It connected my dungeon to theirs. I was no
longer bound by their rules. 



  {You are a rival dungeon master. You
have declared war on this dungeon. Defeat the dungeon master to claim
the dungeon as your own.}


  “I plan to,” I growled as I lunged
forward, the power of my dungeon behind me.
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he person masquerading as Master let
out a cry of shock as I slammed toward him, but he took my blade with
his sword. The original head scientist didn’t have such combat
abilities. His only trick was using a death spell to kill me
instantly. As soon as I bypassed that, he was extremely easy to
destroy. He was only a soulless copy, attempting to follow an
approximation of what the original man wanted to do in an attempt to
masquerade as a living being.



  His memories and personality were like
an infection. With an understanding of life and death that exceeded
anyone in Dioshin, he could do something quite impressive. He
secretly infected and took over the dungeon master of a forming
dungeon while it was in the progress of being created. Using his
newfound power, he exploited and influenced Miki. Her own will
resisted, but he slowly gained power and bent her to his will, all so
when the time came, he could live again as Miki.


  Taking over the body and mind of a
dungeon master in progress had its perks. He could gain all the
skills and abilities of such a dungeon master. They were skills and
abilities Miki gave him, skills and abilities I possessed. However,
there was a disconnect there, too. Miki only knew some of my power.
She could only imagine what she experienced while I was growing all
the time. The me at that moment was nothing like the me from before.
Even if she had a high opinion of me, there was no saying that
opinion would match reality.


  Thus, the clone wasn’t an exact copy,
like the doppelgänger from previous dungeons. Miki’s clone was
more an approximation of her belief in me. To defeat him, I merely
had to be better than that. However, that was no longer good enough
for me. I had to be more than better. I had to show Miki who her
Master truly was.


  With Alysia in hand, every attack
against Hero was harder and faster. He was constantly falling back.
Just as I pursued his retreating form, the giant pair of tits and the
wrestler raced toward the trapped Miki. Given that they didn’t want
her dead, I figured their bluff was up, but it seemed like Hero had
other plans. A form flew through the portal from my dungeon.


  “Master!” Celeste cried out.


  “Just in time. Deal with those two,”
I ordered.


  I planned to handle it on my own, but I
didn’t mind a little backup when the other team was trying to
cheat.


  “This fairy makes good companion.”
the fake Terra declared as she saw the real Celeste.


  Being one of my slaves and possibly the
very reason Terra created her escape, Celeste was immediately
recognized.


  “I don’t care! Kill her!” Hero
roared.


  “Mmm… Gmmm… Mmgggmmm,” the fake
Celeste mumbled from between her cleavage.


  “What?” Celeste tilted her head.
“No one can understand you. Your breasts are in the way.”


  “…”


  “…”


  Celeste went ahead and said it. The two
looked at each other and charged. I wasn’t the only one who changed
drastically since Miki had last seen me. Celeste was a complete
evolution beyond the woman she once was. Her body blurred and
appeared behind Terra. She waved her hand, and a blade sliced up. The
other Celeste threw up a wind of protection. It took some of the
blow, but the gash still flew through and struck Terra, sending her
massive form flying.


  “Did you just use wind against me?”
Celeste asked, giggling.


  “Mm… Mmmggg!” the other Celeste
cried out.


  “I said… I don’t understand what
you’re saying! I’m just going to destroy you now, whoever you
are!”


  Celeste disappeared again. The other
Celeste tried to flee in panic, but even with all the speed Miki
could imagine, she was outclassed by the real Celeste. Celeste
grabbed her copy from behind, taking her two wings, and she spun in a
circle. Her body became a whirlwind as she twirled, sending the
floating rack flying at nauseating speeds.


  Terra recovered from her hit, stood up,
and charged, attempting to protect her friend. At that moment,
Celeste let go, and the tits flew off like a bullet. They were aimed
directly at Terra, though. The back of the little Celeste slammed
into Terra with a horrific force. Terra flew back, creating a crater
as she struck the ground. Although boobs were thought to be soft,
when thrown at such a brutal speed, they were more brutal than a
cannonball.


  Terra’s sternum was destroyed, and
her front collapsed. Meanwhile, the little celeste turned to mush. As
her labored breaths became harder and harder to take, the stunned
Terra looked down. Celeste’s enormous chest was plastered to
Terra’s front, and it appeared as if Terra had a pair of large
tits. If only for a second, she got to experience what it was like to
have a big rack.


  “H-heavy…” she croaked her final
words.


  A single tear rolled down her cheek.
She collapsed against the floor, taking her last breath, a slight
smile on her face. Even in Miki’s imagination, Terra had a boob
complex.
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he false hero stumbled back, landing on
his behind. He crawled away as I stepped forward with my blade. My
body glowed with the light of the dungeon’s blessings, and there
was a spark of fire in my eyes. The scientist tried to destroy and
use Miki not just once, but twice. Whether he was some dungeon copy
or the real man, he was scum any way you looked at him. It was only
worse that he was once a foxkin himself.



  The ground shuddered beneath my feet,
and I noticed a sudden surge of miasma. The look of terror on the
scientist’s face as his defeat drew near turned to happiness.


  “Haha… it’s too late! The
evolution has begun!”


  I glanced over at Miki as the chains
shifted, lifting her into the air. She was glowing, although the glow
was coming from a bright orb seemingly within her chest. The miasma
swarmed violently. I was familiar with it because I was in a dungeon
right before it collapsed once before. It felt a bit like the
Twilight Dungeon as it died, although the energy was more vigorous.
It seemed like in the evolution process; this dungeon was going to
collapse as well.


  “Celeste! Get out of here now.”


  “But Master…”


  “Go!” When I saw the look of
concern on her face, I smiled at her. “I already said. I’ll
handle this.”


  She nodded, giving one last worried
look at Miki, then flew back through the portal.


  “Haha… handle it? In a minute, this
dungeon will cease to exist, and it will turn everyone in it into
miasma. Then, it will reform anew, stronger than before!” When I
lifted my sword, he let out a cry and backed up several more steps.
“Even if you kill me, you won’t accomplish anything! It burned my
memories into the lore. I will return! It may be an inconvenience for
me, but even if the dungeon evolves, I’ll still win in the end.” 


  I stopped my advance. “What do you
propose?”


  His lips flickered in a smile for a
moment. “Only I can turn things around. As her master, I can hold
back the evolution for enough time.”


  “Enough time for what?” I asked,
frowning.


  “For you to cut her soul out of the
dungeon, of course!” he explained as the shaking grew more violent.
“All you need to do is free her and take her soul with you. Had I
known you could have connected your dungeon to this one like this, I
would have suggested it. It’d be no different than taking a dungeon
core.”


  “Why would you agree to that?” I
asked hesitantly. “Without her lore, won’t this dungeon still
break apart, and you die?”


  “Heh… it wouldn’t be too
difficult, given the number of souls in this dungeon, to fashion a
new core. I just need to find someone powerful enough. Once I
sacrifice all the rest, I can use their energy to create a new
dungeon core.”


  “You’ll still be in Miki’s body,”
I responded. “You’ll still be alive to torment this land.”


  “What do you care what I do in
Dioshin? You’ll have your precious Miki back. She may not have a
body, but you can make her a new one and she can live out her days in
your dungeon. If you do this, when I defeat the king and become the
ruler of Dioshin, I will make a peace treaty with Aberis. How about
that? It’s a win-win. I get what I want, and you get everything you
could ever want! How about it?”


  My face twisted in thought for a
moment. I didn’t have much time, though. The dungeon was falling
apart. Any moment those souls would be devoured, and then it was the
end. After a bit of thought, I nodded.


  “I agree…” I put out my hand.


  A relieved smile formed on his face. He
reached out his hand, and I clasped it.


  “Master…” Alysia said in
disbelief.


  I help him to his feet, but when he
went to pull his hand away, I didn’t let go. The smile on my face
didn’t leave either. Instead, my eyes changed. As he looked into
them, his expression turned from one of triumph to fear.


  “Wh-what?”


  “Absorb,” I responded simply.
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ur hands glowed, and Hero, or rather
the scientist, let out a scream as he collapsed to his knees. He
desperately tried to pull away, but he couldn’t. As he reached for
his sword with his free hand, I kicked it away.



  “You fool!” he screeched. “What
are you doing?”


  “You said something that interested
me. You’re just lore. You’re nothing but the memories of a man.
You said only you know. You may be right. We’ll find out in a
moment, as I’ll be absorbing all of your memories!”


  It wasn’t the first time I harvested
memories from another within a dungeon. It had only occurred to me as
he begged for his life. I knew if I did what he wanted, it wouldn’t
turn out in my favor. He was going to betray me one way or another.
Therefore, I betrayed him first.


  His body broke apart as he screamed,
but I held on tightly. As I absorbed his memories, I tore them up. It
made them more difficult to go through, but I didn’t want to
accidentally invite him to manipulate me as well. I found his
memories were mostly of the dungeon. After all, the only lore of him
the dungeon would possess was the lore that existed while he was a
dungeon master. Thus, there was a lot of information about his
experiments. It would take months, maybe even years to go through it
all, and in reality, my mind couldn’t hold someone else’s
memories, so they’d start fading almost the second they entered my
mind, but I’d take what I could, specifically about the dungeon and
Miki.


  “This… isn’t… over…” he
cried out.


  “Sorry…” I lifted Alysia. “I’ve
already dealt with a bastard that wouldn’t die. This time, I’m
not going to leave behind any baggage!”


  I sliced down, even as I held onto him.
His body broke into two, then disappeared into dust.


  “Did you get what you need?” Alysia
asked worriedly.


  I hadn’t finished absorbing him, but
destroyed him with her blade in the middle. That was also to ensure
his viral side didn’t show its ugly head.


  “I don’t need his memories,” I
shrugged. “I just absorbed him as a distraction. He couldn’t
protect his soul while I was sucking it in.”


  It was the equivalent of grabbing
someone’s shield and pulling on it. While they were trying to hold
back from losing their shield, they naturally couldn’t use it to
block an attack from the side. I did want to know a bit of what
happened, but my main concern was his swift death. Of course, there
was another reason I absorbed a part of him. It was a small test. Now
that I had seen it, I was certain what to do next.


  I lunged toward the glowing Miki, and
without anyone blocking me I chopped the chains holding her. As soon
as the chains broke, Alysia returned to my hand. Miki collapsed,
falling into my arms. I immediately used some high-power spells on
her, healing her damage and refreshing her mind.


  Her eyes flickered open drowsily.
“M-master?”


  “Hello, Miki.”


  “Master!” Her eyes popped open, and
she let out a cry.


  She struggled in my arms, but her small
form wasn’t able to break my hold in the slightest. She settled for
covering her face with her hands.


  I reached down and grabbed her wrists,
pulling her hands from her face one at a time. Tears ran down her
cheeks, and she was bright red. There was a look of embarrassment and
shame on her face.


  “Miki,” I repeated. “You should
look at your Master when he’s talking to you.”


  “Master… I’m sorry…” Miki
responded weakly. “This is all my fault. Everything is my fault.”


  I reached out and stroked the tears
from her cheeks, although she continued making more. “I don’t
believe that, and even if it was, I wouldn’t care. I’m your
Master. The fault is ultimately my own. I was responsible for all of
you, and I failed you.”


  “That’s not true!” Miki
protested. “I’m the one who didn’t believe in you. I’m the
one who let him trick me into those experiments. I’m the one who
allowed him to manipulate me.”


  “So, you do understand.”


  She looked down and bit her lip.
“Y-yes… the lore… it’s all in my head.”


  “Then you understand your mistake was
not trusting in me.”


  “I understand, wait… what?”


  “Master always figures it out.” I
flicked her forehead.


  “Ahhh! M-master!”


  “Since you understand, let me show
you what your Master truly is capable of.”


  “What do you mean?” Miki asked,
rubbing her forehead.


  “What is it you wish right now, more
than anything?”


  “I wish…” She looked away. “I
wish all the people I killed… I wish I could set things right.”


  I smiled. “Then, watch. “


  “I-it’s too late, the dungeon is
breaking apart!”


  Even the boss’ room cracked. The
walls were breaking down, and the floor was giving way to
nothingness. We were standing in a dungeon that was falling apart at
the seams, yet I was completely calm. I reached out and put my hand
on Miki’s chest, where the glowing orb rested.


  “Absorb.”
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ark Priest, Mimic, Dungeon Builder,
White Mage: it was a truly strange set of jobs, but they were what I
chose to begin a particular set of circumstances. I absorbed the
energy of the dungeon into me and expelled it into my dungeon. In
short, I was devouring the evolving dungeon. Since I couldn’t free
Miki from the dungeon, I would consume the dungeon until all that was
left was Miki!



  Miki didn’t let out a scream or show
any amount of distress. Instead, she looked up at me with complete
trust. Her eyes were red and tears still flowed down her cheeks, but
she wouldn’t dare turn her back on me.


  I used the power of a dungeon to fuel
spells before, but this was something on a far grander scale. The
dungeon consumed tens of thousands of souls across Dioshin and
reached a state of evolution. It was literally breaking down and
beginning the reforming process, and right when it was at its
weakest, I grasped the core in my hand and consumed it.


  The area we were in cracked apart, the
very fabric of the dungeon being pulled apart piece by piece and
converted into miasma. However, the flow changed suddenly, and the
infinite abyss outside the room became a bright and blinding light.
Rather, it was like the darkness was being sucked out, and all that
remained was light.


  I clenched my teeth as my soul swelled.
I would be lying if I said it didn’t hurt. Miki was a conduit
between life to death, channeling souls through her body and
expelling miasma. I was doing the exact opposite! I became a conduit
of life. That was why I had White Mage equipped.


  I held onto Miki tightly as a torrent
of energy flew through me. Countless souls were sucked out of the
dungeon and seemingly brought through me. The pressure and power of
it all was incredible, and I felt like I might break at any moment.
However, I knew I had to keep going. I had to take all of it. Miki
sensed the distress I was in. She reached out and grabbed me, as she
did so, her fox tail spread out.


  It split into two, three, four… and
eventually nine tails. They wrapped around her body like a cocoon and
pushed into me. Miki was easing the burden of energy, widening the
conduit and allowing the energy to flow faster. It helped for a bit,
but the more energy we pulled, the more it grew. The mana was an
explosive amount, enough to turn a small country to ash. We shared
the burden, clinging to each other, connected by streams of rainbow,
creating a channeling circle between us.


  “We need… more!” I spoke through
clenched teeth.


  The pressure was growing too fast. I
felt like I was going to explode again. Miki nodded her head slowly
as if she came to some conclusion. She closed her eyes, then squeezed
me tightly as she let out a single cry. Her nine tails split once
again, then again. Her tails split endlessly. Each tail formed a
rainbow, and the entire dungeon filled with a prism of light that
erupted around us. Miki’s body disappear, becoming nothing but a
glowing light in my hands.


  Her power flowed into my soul, writing
itself into my lore. I felt an incredible feeling like I was floating
through endless time and space. Miki and my body merged, and I could
hear her thoughts. Her heart beat with mine. I sensed her feelings.
Her love for me burned like a fire that fueled me, and power exploded
out once again.


  “Master! The energy is too much! The
dungeon is going to explode!” Elaya’s voice reached my ears.


  “Then… I suppose it’s time to
release it,” I responded, pulling something from my inventory.


  It was four regents: spirit fire, fairy
dust, miasma, and gaia. By combining alternative forms of mana, you
could sometimes create combination skills. They were unique skills
that took on the properties of the mana sources you used. For
whatever reason, any given person could only create one combination
skill per regent.


  I already used all four regents earlier
to create the skill Death Strike. Even though I was split at the
time, it was still an intrinsic creation of my lore. There probably
existed a fifth mana source, but I hadn’t discovered one yet.
Alternatively, I could use only three or two mana sources, and as
long as it was a unique combination, I could create a unique skill. I
feared it wouldn’t be enough though.


  “Do you want to save everyone?” I
whispered.


  “Yes…” Miki responded.


  I lifted the regents. “Then you know
what to do.”


  We knew what to cast instinctively, and
we knew what the result would be.


  “Mass Resurrection!”


  The world became nothing but light.
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or some time, Chalm fell into a strange
hell. The people were infected with a rage, which kept them from
falling under the complete control of the dungeon. Elaya did that in
a play to buy time and save the place. Suffice it to say, the city
becoming a zombie-infested prison wasn’t great for growth.



  Once I returned and freed the people
from their bondage, though, it changed them. Every person there had a
bit of karmic infection in their hearts. It was a darkness that
changed them in ways not even Elaya could predict. Those who hadn’t
been sucked into Chalm’s trap, like the ones in old Chalm forced to
live under Astria’s oppression, found the people of Chalm to be
strangely more intense.


  They seemed stronger. They worked
harder. Those riddled with past traumas seemed to no longer be
affected by them. They didn’t become afraid easily, and they were
leveling at an alarming rate, despite their lifestyles not changing.
They might not have understood why, but their strange connection to
the dungeon allowed them to level as the dungeon grew. Productivity
boomed, and the Osterians who arrived and recently set up a camp
outside of the city even had to admire them.


  A man from Chalm was equal to any
Osterian. That saying would spread. Considering how Osterians saw
humans, it was an extreme compliment.


  At that moment, the city was still in a
state of repair. There was much to do, and the people were hard at
work doing it. Those in Chalm restored the city, while the Osterians
reclaimed parts of the wilderness, using the wood in the construction
of new buildings, which would one day become the Osterian district of
Chalm.


  At some point, everyone in the city who
was working stopped and looked in a particular direction. Those that
didn’t have a karmic connection to the dungeon looked around in
confusion at their peers. As they tried to figure out where they were
looking, they came to realize the direction was the lord’s manor.
The ground shook, and a light appeared.


  Soon, everyone was looking in that
direction, because a pillar of light exploded out. It was evening,
and the sun was setting, but it suddenly felt like noonday as the
light silently erupted from the city. It emanated from a place just
behind the lord’s manor. There were very few who knew what was
there, but those who did knew it was the former fairy spring,
connected directly into a God Dungeon, forming a strange ecosystem of
mana generation previously unheard of.


  The pillar of light rose into the sky,
then bent slowly, eventually turning in a certain direction. That
direction was Dioshin. Those in Dioshin who noticed the light coming
panicked. They thought Aberis launched some kind of magical weapon of
mass destruction at them. The light came closer and closer and then
shot over their heads. Only when it passed did they calm down. That
was when the lights fell.


  Little balls of light rained down over
Dioshin. Animalkin dove or hid, afraid it was the attack they were
expecting. Not everyone was standing where a light fell, but those
that did stared in wide-eyed wonder. As the ball struck the earth, it
formed into a body. The process only took thirty seconds, but when it
finished, a person was standing there. It was an animalkin person.


  Some even recognized those that fell as
people who died to Lady Death. That beam of light coming from Aberis
was bringing everyone back! The fear was slowly replaced with joy.
Some who lost family or friends openly wept as they found the orbs
descending on them.


  A man wearing a cape with a crown on
his head gave a throaty growling noise as he looked at the beam. Some
of the lights were falling in the valley, and soldiers who died not
too long ago were instantly brought back to life. He took his sword
and put it back in the sheath. A rock-like statue in the shape of
Lady Death slowly broke away into ash, disappearing as if it was
never there.


  The breaking apart began before the man
made it there. He was too late by only minutes. At least, that’s
how he saw it. As Lady Death disappeared, there was another body. It
was a large man, nearly as big as the king. He had clothing, but it
was torn asunder and he was practically naked, lying on the ground.
His body degraded as well and slowly vaporized.


  “My king! Everyone who perished is
being brought back!” A messenger approached, stating the obvious.


  The king barely acknowledged him,
leaning down as he noticed a couple of potion bottles on the ground.
He lifted them and sniffed.


  “Waters of life?” His eyes
brightened and he looked up at the beam.


  “Sir?”


  “It looks like I have a destiny with
this new lord. Karr forfeited his life to stop me, but his successor
seems to have followed in his footsteps.”


  “My lord, what should we do?” The
man still looked confused.


  King Roth threw the empty bottles to
the ground and stepped on them. “Let the people know, particularly
the rabbitkin, that I personally took care of Lady Death. This was a
plot of Aberis. That’s why the souls freed are coming from their
direction. They were harvesting the souls of Dioshin for some
dastardly and evil purpose. Thankfully, I was able to stop them in
time.


  The messenger gasped, his eyes
widening. “They did such a thing?”


  “Would I lie?” he growled.


  “O-of course not! But, my lord, the
Dioshin people will be furious. They won’t accept this! They’ll
demand war! In your current shape…”


  King Roth chuckled. “I think I have
one last battle in me, for the people. Spread the word. With this,
the rabbits will drop their rebellion and join us. Once we’ve ended
the conflict and mobilized, we’ll move into the wilderness and show
the lord of Chalm what a true king looks like.”


  King Roth glanced down at one remaining
bottle in his hand that still had liquid in it and smiled. He would
claim the fairy spring’s waters of life and use it to become
immortal!
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 took in a breath after what felt like
forever. I was still standing, and looked down to find Miki in my
arms. Our souls were no longer connected, but there was a bond in
place.



  “Ah! The slave bond!”


  “I put it back in place since I knew
Master would do something foolish like object!” Miki declared.


  “You… put it in place? Aren’t you
the slave?”


  “Spiritual bonds are easy to work
with.” She shrugged. “Since we already formed the bond, restoring
what was cut was rather easy.”


  I grew excited for a moment. “You
healed the bond! Wait, can you heal the bonds to all of my girls?”


  She sadly shook her head.
“Unfortunately, they’d need to be present. If they were here, I
could restore the bonds in an instant.”


  “I see…” I sighed.


  It looked like it wouldn’t be that
easy after all.


  “I may be able to come up with a way
to strengthen the bonds, though, make them harder to cut in the
future.”


  “Really?” I blinked. “That’s
awesome. Definitely do that!”


  She looked up at me with loving and
mischievous eyes. She looked just like the Miki of old. If there was
any difference, it was the feeling of wisdom and maturity she gave
off. Her pale hair had black tips, and even her tail had a black tip.
Her eyes and complexion were just a bit darker, giving her a slightly
gothic feel. Pale skin, dark eyes, and black-tipped hair… she kind
of looked like a goth girl. She was just missing a nose ring or maybe
a nipple ring-like Salicia.


  Miki broke into a giggle. “Master…”


  “What?”


  “I’m just remembering how you were
back in the day. You used to dread our slave bond and even wanted to
remove it. Now, you say you want it stronger. You’re also looking
at me with such a naughty look.”


  I stiffened slightly. I was being
overbearing. Miki shook her head and smiled.


  “No, I like this side of Master. It’s
very sexy.”


  “You’re kind of sexy too…” I
responded, reaching around and grabbing her butt.


  “Oo!” she made a cute noise as I
leaned down to kiss her.


  “Master, shouldn’t we figure out
where we are first?”


  “Hmm?” I looked around carefully
for the first time since we had appeared. “Ah… we’re not in
Dioshin?”


  We were standing in a beautiful meadow.
It reminded me of the first level of the Maid’s Lament, but it
wasn’t rainy or cloudy, but bright with the sun overhead.


  “Miki! You’re okay!” Celeste
slammed into Miki from behind, giving us both hugs.


  “Mmm! Mmmph!” Miki ended up
sandwiched between us, or in particular, between Celeste’s breasts.


  “Oh, good, you guys are here as well?
Where is this place?”


  “Gah!” Miki finally pushed Celeste
away, but Celeste responded by shrinking to fairy form and flying
onto my shoulder. “You big-titted bimbo!”


  “Isn’t that the weak complaint of
someone who lacks the stature?” Elaya spoke up, walking through the
fields almost as if she was familiar with them.


  “You… bullying me! I just returned
and I’m being bullied!” Miki cried. “Do you want to die,
witch?”


  “Oh, my… I’ve seen your spiritual
ability. I wouldn’t dare wish to fight. I wouldn’t be certain I’m
your match anymore. Master, you do surround yourself with some
powerful women. Soon, I won’t be a match.”


  Her words were too complimentary, so
Miki stared at her suspiciously, expecting there to be a hidden
slight. I didn’t pay attention to their spat. Instead, I checked my
map. I could see this entire space, and it ended at only two miles.
That wasn’t to say I could only see that distance. There was
nothing to the world beyond that distance.


  That’s when my eyes landed on
something strange. It was a pile of items sitting around. I quickly
recognized the items. They were the items in my inventory!


  “Elaya… where are we?” I asked
again.


  “Remember how your dungeon became a
God Dungeon?” she asked instead of answering.


  “Yeah.”


  “Remember how it evolved, and we
weren’t sure how it evolved?”


  “I guess.”


  “Well, it turns out that the
evolution of your dungeon wasn’t physical, but… hmmm…
spiritual.”


  I frowned. “What are you saying?”


  “Your dungeon now exists on two
planes of existence. There is the physical dungeon, but there’s
also a soul dungeon. As for that soul dungeon, the entrance to it,
rather, its location… exists within a powerful god soul.”


  My eyes widened. “You don’t mean…”


  “That’s right, Master. We’re
inside your soul world!”
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… soul world?” I asked in wonder.
“Does that mean my soul is the dungeon core again?”



  “Not exactly,” Elaya responded.
“The dungeon core still exists within the dungeon, but it’s now
connected to a soul aspect, particularly your soul. There’s an
entrance to your soul world within the dungeon now, which is how we
get here. Furthermore, your connection to the dungeon means you can
pull on energy from the dungeon, even from a great distance. That’s
what you did when you absorbed Miki’s dungeon. You opened the door
to your soul world, and energy flowed through it. Normally, it might
have taken years for your soul world to grow to any significant size,
but because you absorbed so much energy so quickly, you could expand
it to this size.”


  I rubbed my head, still trying to wrap
my brain around the idea that I was currently within my own soul
world. “Why is my inventory here?”


  “Ah… well, as you know, inventory
is a space created within your soul. In a way, you could call an
inventory a primordial soul world. Those who have an inventory find
it to be quite small, and naturally, they can only touch it, not
enter it. Furthermore, other living beings can’t exist within it.
Now that you can access your soul world, you’re entering a massive
inventory, in a way.”


  I frowned as something occurred to me.
“If living beings can enter my soul world, and the entrance is in
my dungeon, does that mean people can just walk into my soul world?”


  Elaya brow furrowed and she shrugged
her shoulders. “Well, you see, your soul world entrance is the
dungeon core. If someone gets a hold of your dungeon core, there are
more troubles than them entering your soul world. However, even if
someone tries to enter your soul world, you can deny them entrance.
You set the conditions of entry. We were only able to enter because
we are your slaves.”


  I slowly nodded. I supposed it made
sense. When it came to the Illusory Sword Dungeon, no one was able to
enter the dungeon unless they met specific conditions. Both dungeons
and souls were essentially lore or a story of the past. Dungeons were
cursed lore, built of fragments of memories from the departed, but
they were still essentially the same thing. It stood to reason they
could connect.


  “You know… I’m here too…”


  “Ah! Alysia?”


  “Hmm? Isn’t that the Osterian
general?” Miki asked.


  “Ah… she’s my sword now, but
you’re in my soul world, too?”


  “Usually, when I’m inside your
blessing, I remain in a dark place devoid of feeling,” Alysia
explained.


  “Isn’t that really terrifying?”
Miki cried out.


  “I’ve gotten used to it.” She
shrugged. “However, once this world formed, I ended up here. I
actually… feel normal in here. I don’t dislike this.”


  “Wait! You’ve been here all along?
You mean when Master and I… we…” Miki’s face turned red. 



  Alysia glanced away. “I’m getting
used to that, too.”


  I cleared my throat. “Anyway, you
were saying a soul world exists in the dungeon master, and the
entrance is the core?”


  Perhaps that was the relationship
between dungeon masters and dungeons. It was usually the case that
you had to defeat the dungeon master to access the dungeon core,
while the dungeon core was the access to the soul dungeon. It was a
strange relationship that kept both protected. Perhaps that was why a
dungeon core wouldn’t reveal itself until the dungeon master was
defeated. It had to do with the link.


  “Well, as you can see, you can enter
your own soul world as well. This is your space. You can change it,
build it, store things in it, or even bring people to it. Eventually,
you may even be able to manipulate time, weather, and life energy.”
Elaya explained. “In time, you’ll be able to control the energy
within it, modifying it just like a dungeon.”


  “If we’re in my soul world, does
that mean I’m still in Dioshin?” My eyes flashed with worry.


  “Your physical body was resurrected
in your bedroom. Miki’s physical body was resurrected here, with
yours. Those bodies in Dioshin would have disintegrated by now. It’s
not a good thing, Master. In fact, I imagine your strength will grow
exponentially thanks to this change.”


  There was one major weakness, though.
Although I was a dungeon master, both in title and job, I didn’t
remain in my dungeon much. Thanks to having a God Soul and the
ability to convert mana to miasma and back, I didn’t need to remain
in a miasma environment. Without me there to protect it, that
delicate balance was upset.


  “We need to come up with some better
ways to protect my dungeon,” I declared.


  Elaya’s eyes brightened. “We
should! Let’s return!”
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t wasn’t that difficult to pull
myself out of the soul world and bring Miki with me. While I was at
it, I expelled the other girls. I appeared in my room with Miki next
to me. I looked around with a frown. There was something off about
the room.



  The door opened, and I blinked to see
the boss’ room of a dungeon just behind it. I was familiar with the
boss’ room, and it wasn’t just because Xin was there, practicing
her blade. Elaya was at the door. Celeste waved but didn’t join.
Instead, she flew over to Xin and talked with her. Elaya entered the
rest of the way and smiled.


  “They decided to relocate you to this
room. Given your status, it seemed appropriate for you to remain
here. This is closest to the yin-yang fountain. You also have a
formation that will take you out of the dungeon. I should also say
this will be the safest room in Chalm once we’re done setting up
the dungeon.


  I sighed. “So much for my dungeon
training center.”


  “Actually, we can still use it for
that. The first ten floors are still built like they originally were.
Your siren, Selena, acts as the final boss. We’ve even managed to
create a fake dungeon core to sell the aesthetic.”


  “The first ten floors? How big is my
dungeon now?”


  “Thirty levels.”


  I whistled. I could have answered that
question on my own. I was the dungeon’s master, after all. I was
just checking if my senses were working right. As for the size, it
may not seem like a lot. After all, a dungeon thirty years old could
have thirty levels, but one had to consider the fact that my dungeon
was only months old. Furthermore, it was demolished and rebuilt after
fighting Aberis and then after the Maid’s Lament took it over. For
it to not only recover but grow so much in such a short time was
ridiculous.


  “Who will be protecting the boss
room?” I asked.


  “Naturally, this responsibility is
shared between Astria, Xin, and me. We’ve agreed to take eight-hour
shifts. Since none of us are explicitly bound to the dungeon like
Selena, remaining inside it indefinitely would be quite boring, so
this is the agreement we made. You don’t need to worry, though.
We’ve all agreed we must guard the boss’ room at all times.”


  “What about the twentieth floor?”


  “At the moment, we have a golem
protecting it.” Elaya shrugged.


  “Very well…” I nodded as the door
opened a crack.


  “Master is home!”


  “It’s Master.”


  “Ah… he’s so pretty!”


  “It’s handsome.”


  Elaya stiffened at the group of
youthful voices behind the door. Several pairs of eyes peeked in at
us while whispering in a way that wasn’t discrete at all. I
frowned. If the room was connected to the boss room, why were their
people outside?


  “What’s this then?”


  “Ah! He saw us!”


  “He spoke to me!”


  “Girls!” a stern voice came from
behind.


  There were several shouts and cries,
and the door flew open. Three girls fell through the door, landing on
the floor. I stared at the girls for a moment, some confusion on my
face. I didn’t recognize them at all. However, their hair was
colored in odd shades, much like the fae, and they were wearing maid
attire. On top of that, they only appeared to be ten to twelve years
old. In essence, they were lolis!


  I didn’t glance at them, but Faeyna
standing behind them with her hands on her hips. When she saw my
look, she immediately lowered her head.


  “I’m sorry, Master! This was my
fault!”


  I disappeared from my bed and appeared
next to her. I reached my arm around and grabbed her, hugging her.


  “You don’t need to apologize, but I
would appreciate an explanation.”


  “M-master…” Faeyna blushed.


  “Ah… he’s finally claimed her
too…” Miki mused from bed.


  “He moved.”


  “So fast.”


  The three loli girls scrambled up and
spun around, standing at attention in front of Faeyna. She let out a
sigh when she looked at them.


  “Master, you remember when you told
me I needed to find help? As I said, I wouldn’t hire anyone who
didn’t have the potential. I found a group that works, though, so
these are starting apprentices.”


  “I see…” I responded.


  I was hoping for girls a bit older and
more experienced, but it wasn’t a bad thing to train them young.


  “What unusual girls,” Elaya
commented. “They’re brimming with magical energy. Their levels
are also shockingly high for human girls.”


  “Their hair is also the color of the
fae,” I added.


  “That’s not surprising.” Elaya
sighed. “Ever since you put Astria under control and stopped her
experiments, these girls have been causing trouble.”


  I turned to her with wide eyes. “You
don’t mean—”


  “Yes, master. These are some of
Astria’s experimental fairy children.”
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hat are they doing here?” I asked
cautiously.



  Both girls were beautiful. Their skin
was fair, their eyes were bright, and they had a unique charm to them
that easily matched any of the girls in my harem. Each girl had
different color hair. One was orange, another was green, and the
final was blue. They really looked like fairies.


  “Ah, well, it seems like after the
experiments, they already started to change. As Elaya pointed out,
they have a large quantity of mana and are exuding properties that
aren’t quite human. They will likely grow to be extremely powerful
with magic.”


  “Are their parents okay with them
being apprentice maids?” I asked worriedly.


  I didn’t want to discover my girls
were still bullying the public.


  “The savior of Chalm? They were glad
their daughters achieved such a position,” Faeyna chuckled.
“Besides, with their mana, they have the potential to be powerful
warriors. When faced with that possibility, worried parents would
naturally prefer their kids became maids.” 



  “I see…” I still wasn’t sure.


  While stroking my chin and thinking
about that, I felt a tug on my shirt. I looked down to see all three
girls standing there looking up at me with tears in their eyes.


  “Are we not wanted?” the girl who
tugged my shirt, the green-haired one, asked looking seconds from
crying.


  My heart received a fatal strike.


  “Touching Master without permission!”
Faeyna’s eyes narrowed, causing the girls to cry out.


  I grabbed her to stop her from
disciplining them. “No! I mean, yes, you’re wanted. I very much
want you to be my maids.”


  “R-really?” the orange-haired one
confirmed, sniffling.


  “Really…” my voice came out
extremely hoarse.


  “Really, really?” the blue-haired
one asked.


  “Mm!” I gave a thumbs-up, feeling
tears in my eyes too.


  The three girls broke into giggles like
they weren’t upset in the first place, and ran past Faeyna and
disappeared as quickly as they came. The door closed as the first two
girls passed through, and the third girl ran into the door. However,
her body didn’t stop, and she ran right through the door like it
wasn’t even there!


  “Master, you shouldn’t let them
take advantage of you.” Faeyna sighed. “You must resist their
charm!”


  “What do you mean?” I responded
stiffly, letting her go.


  “Ah… you’ve been away, so you
probably haven’t heard, but girls like those three earned a name in
Chalm,” Elaya spoke up. “They call them Deek’s Fairies.”


  “What? Mine?”


  “It seems they all talk about you a
lot. If asked, they all declare they are… um… your future
brides.” Faeyna coughed.


  “…”


  “It’s not too hard to understand.
They were experimented on using the mana from your mana spring. In
short, your essence has imprinted on them. They see themselves as
yours.” Elaya responded.


  “Every girl wanted to volunteer to
get closer to you. In the end, a vote elected these three. I’m not
clear on it, as they’ve formed their own… ah… would you call
it? A cult of Deek?” Faeyna described.


  Elaya nodded. “It’s more like a
coven dedicated to worshipping Master.” 



  I opened my mouth, but no words came
out.


  Faeyna shot me a challenging look. “So,
Master needs to resist! You can’t allow your temptations to run
rampant! If you thought Astria’s fairies were bad, these girls will
definitely plot to taste Master’s mana!” 



  “What did you invite into my home?”


  “Weren’t you the one who said you
wanted them to be your maids?” Faeyna responded flatly.


  “Geh!”


  “Master, we saw how you looked at
them,” Alysia added flatly. 



  “That is… I mean…” 



  “Hehe… but you know what this
means?” Miki declared. “Flat chests are in!”


  “Ah!” Elaya cried out at the
realization.


  “So, Master likes that body type…”
Faeyna sighed, looking down at her body, wishing it wasn’t so curvy
and plump.


  “I like every body type!” I cried
out.


  “This is a major problem,” Elaya
declared, taping her finger on her cheek.


  “Is it though?” I asked.


  “Since Master has come back, he has
had Elaya, Astria, Celeste, and Alysia… all big-breasted women! We
starved master of small breasts!” Faeyna concluded.


  “That’s not a thing…” I sighed.


  “We need Master to unload his carnal
desires for tiny titties!” Elaya declared.


  “But who…” Faeyna asked, lost in
a conversation with Elaya I could barely follow. 



  Faeyna and Elaya both turned to Miki.
Miki blinked, and her cheeks turned red as she covered her chest.


  “I have boobs!”


  “Only B’s…”


  “I’m small all around, so my boobs
are big in comparison!” Miki cried out. “If you want a flat
chest, there’s Terra or Garnet!”


  “Both of them are gone for the
moment,” Elaya sighed. “Miki, we need you. The harem needs you.
It’s no wonder Master saved you first. Your subpar chest will save
us all.”


  “Are you insulting me or
complimenting me?”


  “Please, Miki. You don’t want
Master to fall into a loli abyss!”


  “Guys, this is not an issue… I’m
not even excited right now.”


  “Okay! Fine! I’ll do it!” Miki
declared before turning to me. “Master, please, take me!”


  “Faeyna, that’s our cue to get
lost.” Elaya grinned, grabbing the other girl and backing out the
door.


  “R-right!” 



  The two girls fled from the room and
the door shut behind them.


  I watch in disbelief. Did they think I
was a bomb about to explode?


  “M-master?”


  “Huh?”


  I turned back to see Miki had taken off
her clothes and was lying in my bed. Behind her, her fluffy foxkin
tail splayed out like a fur blanket. She slowly spread her legs, as a
blush filled her face.


  “I want this too. I haven’t had
Master in forever. I was just inside you, can’t you be inside me
now?”


  Okay, maybe I was a little excited.
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hen it came to a certain agreement
where I wouldn’t sleep around until all of my women returned, one
had to consider the predominant rule. Everyone gets one. Miki may
have been my slave once, but she stopped being my slave, didn’t
she? That meant once we restored the bond, she was my slave again,
and thus she got her one time to be with me without competing with
anyone else.



  Either way, those rules weren’t
really established by me anyway, so after a hard day of traveling
through Dioshin and stopping mass destruction, why couldn’t I take
a bit of leisure time and show the woman I loved some much-needed
appreciation? Besides, Miki was suffering from her loss. It made me
worry the other girls were suffering as well. I would have to remind
them all just who I was, and not allow them to fall into despair.


  Although there were many ways I could
show my love, I was quite busy. I still had to find the other girls,
I needed to deal with Lord Reign, there was King Aberis’s request,
and I also needed to cash in on the agreement I made with Lord Duran.
Not to mention, there was a city to run. I also had the Osterians to
deal with. The citizens of Chalm were still infected with karma.
Since I had Miki, we could work on that, but after everything she
went through, she could use a rest. In short, I was doing what was
best for my women.


  I made sure we had our privacy. Since I
was in the dungeon, I could seal the door to my bedroom with the wave
of a hand. Short of a superpowered spell or unique sword like
Alysium, no one could break into my chamber. Actually, it was kind of
nice being the dungeon master, once I thought about it.


  I took off my clothes as Miki watched
nervously. We slept together many times, but I was no longer the same
Deek and she was no longer the same Miki. There might have been a
time where I wouldn’t have taken my clothing off, embarrassed to
show my body, or only just took off my pants but kept my shirt on. I
didn’t feel that was necessary anymore, so I stripped naked and
kneeled on the bed.


  Miki shivered slightly, her hands
falling and spreading her lips open in a lewd way. Miki changed as
well. The first time we slept together, she was barely able to do a
thing. She was skittish and frightened. Well, she was still nervous,
but she took the initiative to display her body to me, something the
old Miki could never do.


  Miki was a pale beauty. She didn’t
have the curves of many of the other girls. She was skinny and frail,
with modest breasts and thin arms. However, she had her charms as
well. Her skin was milky and her eyes a bright yellow. The darkness
seemed to have touched her, and it gave her paleness a ghostlike
appearance that made her beauty more intense. I also noticed she
placed her arms on either side of her breasts, and while it looked
like she was spreading herself open, she was also pushed her breasts
together to make them appear larger. The other girls’ careless
words must have gotten to her a bit.


  “You’re beautiful,” I stated.


  It wasn’t the first time I told her
that, but I felt at such a time, I needed to remind her. She blushed
slightly, her pale cheeks turning a rich red.


  “Master, please don’t make me wait
any longer,” she responded.


  “Ah, right!”


  Rather than admiring Miki, I needed to
get to it. Moving on top of her, I gently kissed her lips. My body
completely covered her smaller form. I made sure to support myself
with my hands so I didn’t put all my weight on her. Did that mean I
was heavy again? I bet if I had a scale, I would probably be roughly
the same weight I was when I first came to this world. Of course, I
had muscles and was a head taller, but I was worried about putting
too much weight on Miki.


  “It’s okay,” she panted as our
lips parted. “I’m not as frail as I look. I can take everything
Master can give me.”


  “Miki…”


  Miki put her hands on my chest and
slowly moved them down my torso. Her chilly hands slid across my warm
body and found my cock. It felt like a raging fire compared to her
hands. Her fingers instinctively squeezed it, as if she wanted to
enjoy the warmth of it. After stroking the shaft a few times
delicately, she pulled my dick against her. She wanted it inside her.
Some of my other girls would enjoy the tease or be far more
aggressive in asking for it. However, with Miki, it was the only way
she could show me how much she wanted me.


  I let her pull my dick to her pussy.
With it clinched in her hands, she rubbed the head against her wet
slit. She didn’t shove it in immediately. Instead, she used my cock
to play with herself. Watching her with her eyes squeezed shut,
breathing hard as her hand grasped my cock and rubbed it against her
wet parts, was extremely hot. She slowly got my dick wetter with her
juices.


  “Hah… Hah… nuhaah… Master…”
she moaned sweet words, her hot breath coming out in sputters.


  If she intended to teach me a lesson
about how it wasn’t fun to tease people, she was doing a great job.
Feeling her moist warmth below, teasing the head of my cock, I wanted
nothing more than to shove myself inside Miki and take her roughly.
However, she took the initiative to grab my cock. If she was like
Lydia, it’d be a constant fight to keep her under me. Lydia was a
savage tiger who could eat you up if you weren’t careful.


  She wasn’t like Raissa either, who
was extremely docile and subservient. She desired to do what I wanted
and please me. Miki was a different animal altogether. Skittish at
times, curious at others. She didn’t want to be teased, but liked
to tease others. She was Miki, my woman, my lover, my nine-tailed
foxkin.


  Thankfully, her teasing didn’t last
an unbearable amount of time. At some point, she reached her limit.
Her pussy already made my dick nice and wet, and so when she pulled
it forward into herself, it slid in with ease.


  “Agghnnn…” she moaned. “Master…”


  Her back arched as I filled her. Her
fingers slowly tugged on my cock, pushing it into her little by
little. She didn’t take it all at once but savored it inch by inch.
I could feel her insides twitching excitedly as if they were
welcoming the familiar feel of her Master’s cock returning.


  “Haaa… Haaa…” Miki panted,
“Master, I’m going to cum.”


  “Already…” I raised an eyebrow.


  My sweet little foxgirl teased herself
a bit too much. She hadn’t been deceitful when she was talking
about how badly she wanted it. She worked herself into such a state
that even feeling it slide in a few inches was enough to drive her to
the edge.


  “I can’t help it, since it’s
Master,” Miki responded mischievously.


  I leaned close to her soft fox ear.
“Shall I begin?”


  I bit the tip of her ear, causing her
body to shake and her pussy to clamp on my cock pleasingly. Of
course, once I began, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. Miki knew
such a thing by now.


  “C-can you pull out?” she asked
unexpectedly.


  “Hmm?”


  “I want you to lie down… on your
back,” she responded, her breath still coming out in pants.


  “Okay.” I didn’t hesitate to pull
out and lie on my back.


  I put my hands behind my head, and my
penis ended stuck straight up. Miki looked over at me with slightly
wet eyes and swung her leg over my body. My eyebrows rose slightly as
Miki got on top of me. It wasn’t like I had never had a girl on
top. Elaya liked such a position, and so did Lydia. However, Miki
wasn’t the type.


  Miki was the kind of girl who had long,
drawn-out orgasms. Once she started cumming, she would become a
twitching mess, unable to do anything but take it as she came for
several minutes straight. In other words, it was a strange position
for her to be in, especially given that she was at her limit. It was
also a heavily taxing position that put most of the burden on her,
and it put her body on full display for me to look at and touch.
However, it seemed like my innocent little Miki wanted to be on top
anyway. Maybe she had something to prove to me, or herself.


  After grabbing my slick cock once
again, which only tasted her tight insides for a moment, she wasted
no time lining up and sliding it into her. She let her body and hips
fall on my cock, allowing it to impale her body. She shuddered as the
entire length filled her, entering deep inside her womb.


  “Miki…” I reached up to touch
her.


  She reached out and stopped my hands,
grabbing my wrists and forcefully pushing them to my chest. “Master,
let me take care of everything.”


  Her voice was breathy, but it filled
with determination. Her eyes seemed to declare she was confident in
herself and wanted to please me completely.


  “O-okay.”


  She pushed herself up, raising her hips
and sliding up the length of my cock, then let herself fall back
down. The feeling of her tight insides massaging my cock was
incredible. She lifted her tiny behind and dropped it again, bouncing
up and down on my cock. Her hands tightened on my wrists as if she
wanted to hold me down and use me. In truth, she wanted to show me
how much she’d grown. The once shy and innocent Miki could pleasure
me with her body, and do anything the other girls could do.


  She used all her efforts to show me her
new side. Her hands pushed down on my chest, using both her lower and
upper body to move up and down on top of my cock. Wet slaps echoed
every time she dropped, and no sooner had she impaled herself than
she got back up and did it again. She was gasping and moaning with
exertion, her eyes closed tightly and occasionally her teeth
clenching. However, she worked earnestly to please me, unwilling to
stop.


  Her body was light, and I could pick
her up, move her, or put her into whatever position I wanted with
ease. Yet, feeling her form work my body as she jumped up and down,
exerting herself to the max to pleasure me, I didn’t feel like I
could move even if I wanted to. I became entranced while watching
Miki give her all.


  “Ahhhn… ahhhn… ahhh… Haaah…
haaa…” Miki moaned sensually.


  She became covered in a sheen of sweat,
her black tips matted to her face as she moved with all of her might.


  “I can’t… Master… my pussy is
going to fucking explode!” Miki cried out.


  “Hmm?”


  “Ahhhhhhhn! Fuck, fuck, fuck!”


  Miki’s body glowed, and her rainbow
tails appeared again. Her hands turned into sharp animal-like nails,
and two little fangs popped out of her mouth. It was… a beastform?
Lydia had a beastform she used once or twice. It arose when she
became desperate for more power. Miki seemed to slip into her
beastform while riding my cock.


  Although she took on several foxkin
features, it wasn’t like she had a fox face or became hairy. Her
appearance was less fierce than Lydia’s. It looked somewhat
adorable!


  “Ahhhhhhhhn!”


  I said that until her hands let go of
my wrists and she scratched my chest, creating two sets of claw marks
across it. Her spiritual tails plunged into me, causing her soul and
mine to connect. I didn’t just feel myself, I could feel Miki too.
Of course, I experimented with such skills in the past for sexual
pleasure, but I hadn’t been prepared for our souls to unite
suddenly.


  I could feel what Miki felt, and that
meant I could feel her powerful orgasm. She held back and resisted.
Since I could feel her soul, I realized she had been trying to make
me cum first. That’s what drove her into her beastform. She had
wanted me to explode before she came, and yet her naughtiness caused
her to lose herself first.


  Yet, with her soul bound to mine, our
feelings were the same. Even if they weren’t, I was on the very
edge. If she hadn’t scratched me, I might have already come! Adding
her intense pleasure with my own, I couldn’t stop.


  “Miki! Ahhh!”


  “MM-master! Fuck… Ahhhn…Yip!
Yip!”


  Her body spasmed as she clawed my chest
and started letting out animalistic yipping noises. It sounded a bit
like a hiccup and a bit like a yowl. Her back arched again, her fox
tail stuck straight up as she orgasmed roughly on my cock. Her pussy
was like a vice, milking my cock for all it was worth, and my cock
provided, exploding load after load deep into her womb.


  Under normal circumstances, I might
have already recovered, but with my soul touched by Miki’s, her
orgasms seeming to go on in nonstop waves putting me in a state where
I couldn’t stop. I felt like I released the cum of ten men, and my
cock wouldn’t stop. The more she felt inside her, the harder she
orgasmed too. Even though she stopped riding my cock, the pure
pressure was too much, and finally erupted from between our organs,
making a complete mess.


  Miki finally collapsed on top of me,
her body still suffering from the throws of after orgasms. That was
something guys didn’t feel. Usually, when I was done, I was done,
but because of Miki, my body was driven to new levels of arousal,
preventing it from softening or dying. After ten minutes, my cock was
still hard and deep inside Miki’s ruined pussy. Her features that
changed to beastform for a few minutes returned to human form, and
her tail dissipated, the white and black-tipped physical tail
flopping in exhaustion. 



  “M-master…” Miki replied
nervously. “Was that okay?”


  “My Miki is secretly quite a vulgar
animal in bed.”


  “Eh?” She looked up, a look of
embarrassed shock on her face.


  “You had me using naughty words in
your dungeon, too. Now that I heard how you really talk…”


  “N-no!” she cried, shaking her
head. “I’m not like that!”


  I chuckled darkly. “Come on, why
don’t you say something naughty?”


  “I won’t! That was a slip of the
tongue! I don’t consider bad words sexy at all.”


  “Well, if you won’t… I’m going
to f—” I leaned into her ear, and whispered a few expletives.


  Her face turned red. “M-m-master!”


  “Did you just cum some more? I felt
your pussy tighten.”


  “No… that was just from before! I’m
not…”


  I grabbed her and rolled over, pushing
her to the bed. “Don’t worry, this can just be our little
secret.”


  “M-master…” She looked up at me
with teary eyes, but then she collapsed her head back. “Fuck.”


  “I intend to!” I began round two.


  Alysia kept her mouth shut, deciding it
was best not to mention the secret involved three. When Miki touched
Deek’s soul, she forced Alysia into it, too. They forced her into a
powerful orgasm and completely ruined her underwear. She definitely
wouldn’t tell anyone. She continued to focus on the trees and the
gentle environment of the soul world while trying to hum to keep out
the perverted and expletive sounds going on outside. It wasn’t easy
being a sword.
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hat do you think?” I asked.



  Miki frowned slightly before taking her
hand off the guild master’s head. “I’m not sure we should do
anything.”


  A few days passed since I spent a night
with Miki. I was trying to get several things set up before I made
the dimensional jump. Since it would trap me on Earth for a week, I
wanted to make I left nothing behind that could cause any problems.
The problem that wore on my mind the most was the karmic infection
that invaded the people of Chalm. I made it so they could function
normally by karmic manipulation, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t
there.


  Most of the citizens didn’t know
about the karmic issue, so to keep things under wraps, I visited Ruby
and the guild master. After spending a few minutes checking on him
with her spiritualist powers, Miki ended up giving a slightly
disappointing answer.


  “What do you mean by that?” I
asked.


  In my mind, it seemed like a rather
simple thing to repair their contaminated souls. Well, not simple
enough for me to manage on my own, but with Miki’s help, I was
thinking we’d have a chance.


  Miki raised her hands. “It’s not
that I’m saying it isn’t possible. I’m just suggesting it isn’t
necessary.


  The guild master frowned slightly.
“From what I understand, this Karmic control is like some kind of
mind washing, right? Someone could program me to act against my
character? I don’t want to turn into a mindless zombie again. This
town has dealt with enough zombies.”


  I nodded in agreement. When I first
arrived in Chalm, they were under attack from an overflow of zombies
from an aggressive but new dungeon. That’s what started me on the
strange path I was on. Then, only a few months later, upon freeing
the city of ghosts and rebuilding, the equivalent of a rage virus
broke out, turning the city once again into one filled with a zombie
menace. I knew I wouldn’t feel comfortable knowing there was a
switch in my head that could turn me into a violent monster.


  However, Miki shook her head in
disagreement. “It’s not like that. This karmic infection came
from Deek, and only Deek can control it completely. Even Elaya, for
all of her knowledge, could only broadly influence your emotions, as
the source of the miasma all came from Master. Only Master would can
influence you, and no offense, if Master wanted to do so, he could
forcibly infect the city using his dungeon.


  “Ah… that’s true…” The guild
master scratched the back of his head. “It’s just a lot to ask…”


  “All we have to do is trust in Deek,”
Ruby spoke up, and shot the guild master a hard glare. “Don’t
you?”


  The guild master stiffened, then
laughed. “Of course, I trust him! Most of the people in town
consider him a savior! It’s just… what’s the point in keeping
it?”


  Miki shrugged. “Having Deek’s
karmic infection will protect everyone from miasmic attacks. You
won’t be influenced by the negative effects of dungeons, and you
will have a high resistance to curses. In a way, it’s like having a
pseudo-god soul. Furthermore, it will mean Deek can trust you guys.”


  “Trust us?”


  “Take Demon Lord Aberis, for example.
He wouldn’t have been able to invade the soul of someone already
infected by Deek.”


  “I mean… there won’t be another
Aberis, will there?” The guild master looked worried.


  “You never know. At the very least,
citizens of Chalm won’t be able to be turned into spies or
otherwise be influenced by dark forces.”


  “So, it’s like that…” Ruby
sighed. “Then, I suppose I have no problem leaving things as is.”


  The guild master still didn’t look
convinced. “Are you sure there aren’t some other potential
problems with it?”


  Miki stiffened lightly, but when I gave
her a nod to continue, she spoke up. “There may be one. Since
Master’s miasma is in direct contact with your souls, people who
are infected by Master’s miasma may find themselves more…
susceptible… to Master’s…advances…”


  “Huh?” I jerked up.


  “I mean, people will like Master
more!”


  “Why did you word it the other way?”


  “Isn’t it because Master keeps
finding women to seduce?”


  “This is hardly the same thing! Name
a single woman in town who is infected that has come to desire me
more?” I declared.


  After a few moments of silence,
everyone’s heads turned.


  “Why are you looking at me?” Ruby
cried out.
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hether Miki’s speculation about Ruby
was true, an answer never came. The door burst open a few moments
later, and a scout from the Adventuring Guild popped his head in.



  “The Osterians identified a group of
several hundred animalkin approaching Chalm!” he declared.


  “Another attack?” the guild master
cursed.


  “Deek, you should resolve this
immediately!” Ruby declared, and when we all looked at her, she
blushed. “What? It’s important!”


  Well, she wasn’t wrong. Did the
animalkin decide to invade? A group of several hundred, were they
underestimating us? In all honesty, if those few hundred were all
knights or something of equal ability and power, there was a time not
too long ago where it would have been enough to wipe out Chalm. My
army could only grow so fast, and besides the Osterians, they were
only a few hundred strong and only training for a few months. To be
honest, our strongest force was my slaves and the generals, most of
which were absent right.


  I supposed I could pull on the power of
the dungeon, or depend on Elaya and Astria, to wipe out the threat,
but I first needed to confirm it was. I pulled up my map and
immediately located the group entering the edge of my territory.
Since I soul-linked with the dungeon, the dungeon’s mana was my
mana. In short, around Chalm, I was extremely powerful.


  The farther from Chalm I got, the
weaker the connection became, but there were exceptions, such as in a
dungeon battle, where I could call forth the power like it was right
next to me. It was an interesting experience, and one of the most
interesting things about it was an extremely long Mapping ability,
which also simultaneously carried out a sense life. I could see every
life form in the city, and for those, I bothered to remember their
mana signatures, I could locate them at any time. My only blind spots
were near the god spouts. There was such a rich degree of mana and
miasma spurting from them it would be difficult to detect life.


  My sense extended outward, the dungeon
acting much like a magical satellite dish, and the reach of my sense
even covering Chalm’s crossing, although it didn’t reach as far
as Deeksville… yet. As the dungeon grew, so would my range. There
could be a time where my senses crossed the entire wilderness.
Furthermore, it was my center of power. I truly understood the depths
of power a man like the demon king would possess.


  I already predicted the dual dungeon
people often spoke about, The Demon Castle and Hell, were a God
Dungeon like mine! Hell must be the soul dungeon that lived in the
demon king, while the Demon Castle was the physical manifestation.
That was my prediction, although I had no one to confirm if my theory
was right.


  Since I could see the enemies, and I
was in my seat of power, I might as well greet them head-on. Miki
grabbed my arm, and I raised an eyebrow.


  “You’re coming?”


  “Mm!” She nodded.


  I noticed a look of worry in her eyes.
She felt responsible for the group coming to us. If it didn’t have
anything to do with Lady Death, then I’d be completely surprised. I
lifted my hand and opened a portal a few hundred yards in front of
the enemies, and with Miki on my arm, I stepped through.


  When I reached the other side, I did
not see what I expected. What I saw was far worse than I would have
predicted. It was a group of people I hoped to never see again in my
life. They were a rag-tag group, dirty, sick, and dying foxkin. They
looked like they had a pretty dreadful journey the last few days, and
crossed the wilderness on foot, braving many potential attacks. I
didn’t know why they bothered, though.


  A man stepped forward, taking off his
hat and pressing it to his chest, his fox ears lowered and tail
slouched. “Lord Deek…”


  I didn’t say anything, but Miki took
a step forward in front of me. “Hello, Father.”
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hy have you come?” I asked rudely.
“What made you think you’d have a place here?”



  Miki glanced back at me. “Master…”


  “We…” he cleared his throat as
his wife grabbed his coat from behind. “We don’t have anywhere
else to go. After you left, we realized the catkin would likely send
someone to wipe us out to keep their secrets. Our people are sick and
dying. We could barely make the journey.”


  I looked at Miki’s mother, who was
holding her husband’s shirt in a way that wasn’t much different
from how Miki clung to me. However, just because they were her
parents didn’t mean they were her family. My expression stiffened.


  “How is it my problem?” I demanded,
causing him to flinch.


  “A-are the children alright?” Miki
asked.


  I didn’t mind her cutting in, but her
voice was still filled with concern and caused my heart to ache. They
weren’t deserving of her kindness or sympathy.


  “T-they still live,” he responded
after a moment, when he was sure I was allowing her to speak. “The
rest of us carried them… but many died on the way. We resurrected
those we could, but we’ve reached a point where the able-bodied
were fewer than the immobile. If we turn back… I’m afraid no one
will reach Dioshin alive.”


  I crossed my arms. “Oh, I’m sure
some of you will survive. You’ll just abandon the weak so the
better off survive. It’s what you do.”


  He bit his lip, and the others were
either too tired or knew their place too well to mutter a rebuttal.
Every eye focused on the ground. They lost what little part of their
home they had left. Without knowing what they would find, they braved
the wilderness and came to their enemy in the hopes of mercy. It was
a bit like the time Chalm was upset by ghosts and fled to Dioshin for
shelter. Then again, when that happened, Dioshin closed their doors
on them, denying the animalkin a home. I saw no reason to offer one
either.


  “We… won’t abandon others
anymore. We’ve lived our entire lives suppressed by Dioshin,
treated as outcasts because of the fear of souls and spirits. We
won’t make the same mistake again.” Miki’s father explained. 



  “Good for you.” I sneered. “Now,
go away.”


  He shook, but didn’t respond right
away. “I will leave…”


  Miki reached out her hand, but I
grabbed her arm, stopping her from stepping toward them, then spun
her so she faced away from him. She looked up at me, her eyes filled
with unshed tears, her body shaking. It was filled with fear,
confusion, and regret.


  Her father hadn’t turned away,
opening his mouth once again as he glanced at Miki’s back. “I
know I no longer have the right to call you my daughter.”


  “That’s one thing we can both agree
on!” I responded, looking at Miki, not him.


  “I can only ask, no… beg…the
children… they’ve done nothing wrong. Can you… can you please
take the children? Can you cure… no… can you raise them, to be
strong like you? We were… all too weak.”


  My eyes continued staring unblinkingly
at Miki while her eyes grew red and her lips trembled. After a few
moments of silence, I sighed, still not looking in their direction.


  “If you must.”


  I heard a small exhale of breath, and
the foxkin slowly moved forward. They only closed half the distance,
dragging small, bundled forms on makeshift carts with them. For a
village of a couple hundred, there were only about twenty children in
all remaining. They were left in front of us. The mothers and fathers
who had to abandon their children let out wails and cries. The
children weren’t even conscious. After a few moments to say their
farewells, they got up and headed into the forest.


  The entire time, my eyes were still on
Miki. She didn’t tell them to stop. Even with the tears running
down her cheeks, she smiled at me and nodded. She was telling me is
was the right thing to do.


  It’s too bad I knew Miki better than
that. I was inside Miki’s mind. I had seen the real person. She
wore a mask of acceptance her entire life. She always accepted what
came to her. She masked some of it behind a mischievous and teasing
demeanor, but at the end of it all, Miki was infinitely kind it
generous. She wouldn’t say anything, because this was too hard for
her to decide. She wanted me to make the decision, and she’d stand
beside that decision.


  However, I knew my Miki. I knew deep
down; she would be in pain. I knew she would suffer every day in
silence and regret. She would never resent me, but she would blame
herself forever. I reached out and scratched the back of my neck.


  “Ahhh… God, what a bother!” Her
eyes widened at my words, and the people who had just reached the
forest slowed slightly. “I don’t want to have to deal with a
bunch of stinking children. I guess I’ll just sell them into
slavery. That’ll make some gold, I bet.”


  My words were loud, and every one of
the foxkin heard me. The father spun around, a bit of heat in his
eyes.


  “Slavery… n-now see here! These are
our children. We didn’t leave them to you to sell as slaves.”


  “Eh?” I cupped my ear. “Are you
still here? Aren’t you the guys just telling me you wouldn’t
leave your kind behind, all while leaving all of your children
behind? That’s real rich coming from you guys.”


  Several of the foxkin looked up with an
offended expression.


  “It’s not like that! It’s just,
our lives don’t matter. We will gladly give them to save our
children. Why can’t you see that?”


  “All I see is you all taking the easy
way out. Again.” I responded. “If I’m going to deal with these
kids, I need to be properly compensated.”


  “C-compensated?” he sputtered. “We
don’t have anything left? All we have is ourselves!”


  I raised an eyebrow. “A bunch of
spirit foxkin, huh?”


  He stiffened as the realization crossed
his face.


  “I need some slaves to take care of
these foxkin children, and for the rest, I’ll find a way to put you
all to work.”


  I didn’t have a church in Chalm.
Franky, I found the churches I encountered a bit too wonky to want
them around. We gained a few priests who remained in town, but it
wasn’t enough for a growing population. I knew I’d have to invite
the church eventually, but I could delay a little longer. Priests
weren’t the only ones that could resurrect people, after all.
Spiritualists seemed to have the best resurrection, especially if
they were a multi-tailed foxkin! It wasn’t a matter of altruism, it
was just good business.


  Thank you for enjoying volume 15 of
My Dungeon Life: Rise of the Slave Harem! If you liked this novel and
want to see more, please consider continuing to support the author on
Patreon or
Subscribestar.
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t was only a few years since Miki left
the small village she once called her home. Had it ever really been
her home? That was certainly a debatable question.



  Her young life as a foxkin was
generally happy. As a rule, foxkin were always pushed to the
outskirts of the country, looked down on and feared because of their
association with spirits and ghosts. Even the foxkin themselves
seemed to fear that aspect of their biology. 



  Miki herself was just like other
foxkin, afraid and angry at their own misfortune and luck. When she
became ill on her thirteenth birthday, no one would have expected she
would survive a year. She accepted her lot in life as a cursed
individual hated by the gods. 



  First, Figuro entered her life, and
generously bought her. Miki willingly became a slave. Her mom and dad
would get a bit of money to help with the burden she put on them for
all of those years, and she wouldn’t inconvenience them as she
died. 



  Yet, somehow, the world wasn’t done
with Miki. An old alchemist purchased unexpectedly her. He was a
human who didn’t have the same paranoia and fear as animalkin did.
He concocted a remedy that gave her strength and kept her alive. 



  In exchange, he wanted the spirit fire
she produced. She hadn’t even known she could do such a thing until
he showed her how. He called it a foxfire, but she never liked that
name, because it reminded her too much of the foxkin curse. In the
end, she took care of him and created the foxfire he used for his
alchemy, and he continued to treat her curse. 



  The alchemist was trying to find a way
to extend his own lifespan. He heard of a special method, an elixir
known as the Waters of Life, and he hoped he could make some using
her spirit fire. For three years, he tried to create an elixir as he
grew older and weaker. Then, one day, his mood changed. He started
accepting his fate. 



  It was like a switch in his head
flipped, and instead of desperately trying to fight death, he changed
to enjoying life. He made peace with himself, and he used to tell
Miki a lot of the reason he was finally able to make peace was
because of her.


  “Miki, my story is coming to an end.”



  “Don’t say that, Master. You will
live for many more years. Just drink this medicine I made for you and
you’ll get stronger. You’ll see…” 



  “No…” He shook his head. “I can
feel it inside me. I’m not going to live much longer. It’s okay.
You don’t have to be sad.”


  “How can I not be sad?” Miki
sighed. “I won’t outlive Master.” 



  “Although you haven’t reached the
skill-level necessary to make your own elixir yet, I’ve put
together nearly a year’s supply for you.” 



  “Master, alchemy is expensive, and
I’m still a slave.” Miki responded awkwardly. “Even if I had
the levels, I wouldn’t be able to afford it.” 



  “Nonsense… you can sell potions
just like me. I will change the slave mark so you’re free after…”



  “M-master! Don’t try to get up
right now! You’re far too weak. We can do it tomorrow! Tomorrow!”
Miki desperately tried to keep him in bed. 



  He finally gave up, as even the rather
weak Miki was stronger than he was by that point. He relaxed, and his
breathing became more labored. 



  “Miki, I want you to make a promise.”



  “A promise?”


  “My story is ending, but yours is
just beginning. I believe that deep in my bones. You must continue
fighting to live. Even if you die, you must fight to be resurrected.”



  “Master…this…” 



  “Please. This is a dying man’s
request.” His fog covered eyes that could barely see suddenly
locked on her intently. “If you ever find someone, someone who is
worthy, never let him go.” 



  “Master…” 



  “Promise me!” 



  Miki bit her lip uncertainly. But it
was a command not just from her Master, but her benefactor, mentor,
and friend. 



  “I promise.” 



  He nodded. “Now, can give me some
more of the peacemaker.”


  Peacemaker was the name of a medicine
he invented, which reduced pain. It was his claim to fame. 



  “You’ve already taken so much,”
Miki said worriedly. 



  “A little more… won’t change
anything.” 



  She found herself unable to deny him
his comfort. She gave him more of the potion, and he slowly closed
his eyes, his expression easing in comfort. With that, she left him
and went to bed for the night. 



  The next morning, she found him dead,
and not even his ghost remained.


  

    

  


  



  



  





  [image: 47]



  [image: t]

iki’s mind was lost in the past.
Those were peaceful but also painful times. She used to make the
medicine called Peacemaker a lot, and she would take more than her
fair share of it. After she saw her master decline and die, she
stopped taking it. She let the recipe that was once her Master’s
claim to fame die. She never even revealed it to Deek. It was too
dangerous of a drug to be allowed to exist.


  Of course, Deek was dead, and his death
cut his soul from her own. Compared to the pain of losing her first
master, losing Deek was far worst. Deek was the one who changed her
life. She saw herself dying by the age of twenty, in pain or drugged
out just like her previous master. Yet, he showed Miki another way. 



  He told her that her gift wasn’t a
curse, and he even turned it into a blessing. Not only did the pain
Miki once experienced disappear, but her understanding of the
boundary between life and death; the separation of souls and life
stream; and the connection between the body, soul, and mana increased
considerably. She wasn’t the same scared little girl she was a year
prior. 



  She had friends who would do anything
for her, a man who loved her, and a life with far more purpose than
the one she ever thought she would have. She thought she would live
happily ever after. Yet reality came crashing down in an instant.
Deek was dead, and she was all alone. She might not be in pain and
dying anymore, but her heart felt like it was dying. 



  All the power over life and death, the
nine-tails curse that left her closer to the underworld than anyone
else, had to have some purpose. She had to be able to bring her
master back. She tried many times already, but they failed. That’s
why she was pushed so far into her final plan. 



  She returned to the foxkin village of
her youth. Had it been another time, she would have returned
joyously. Miki would have told her people about Spiritualists and
that they didn’t need to be afraid of the tail’s bite anymore.
Even a foxkin with nine-tails could live a long and fulfilling life. 



  Yet, that Miki died with her master.
The new Miki felt empty and hollow. Her focus wasn’t on her family.
She went into a secret lab established nearby. She couldn’t even
bring herself to be particularly surprised that such a place existed.
Rather, it was only a convenience to her. 



  “If I do what you ask, I’ll be able
to bring Master back?” Miki’s eyes flashed with a dark intensity.



  A certain scientist leaned forward, a
large grin on his face. “If you submit willingly, then death will
no longer be a problem!”
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ndless pain and suffering. That’s
what Miki felt, but she wasn’t completely unused to such feelings.
She experienced the feeling of having a more spiritual power than her
body could contain. It was almost a nostalgic feeling, especially
since it came shortly after she returned to Dioshin and her foxkin
tribe.



  Yet, Miki endured because she hoped it
led somewhere. Even Miki knew the likelihood of success was slim, but
if she could truly gain just a bit of the mastery over life and
death, maybe she could finally save Master. She wanted to find his
soul, no matter where it was or how far it fell. She would find it
all and piece it back together, even if she had to tear apart the
world. 



  “Ahhhhhh!” Miki let out a scream as
the pain continued. 



  It may have been familiar, but it
didn’t mean she was invincible.


  “Turn it off,” the head scientist
declared. 



  Miki collapsed in a heap, her eyes
closed and her breathing steady. The pain diminished, but Miki still
felt too tired and sore to move. It was like those nights where
Master would equip Pervert and go at her and the others, except it
didn’t include any of the fun feelings or the intense and wonderful
memories. Why was Miki thinking about such a thing at a moment such a
time? A single tear rolled down her cheek. 



  “Master…” she muttered. 



  “Hehe… does she think we’d ever
let her bring back her master?” a voice said. “He’s going to
stay dead for good—” 



  “Begin the next round.” the head
scientist cut him off. 



  “Sir… we need some time to prepare
more souls.” 



  “What are you saying?” 



  “The foxkin tribe is running out of
tribesmen with spiritual energy to burn up. We didn’t expect this
foxkin to be able to consume so many of the others. Her spirit
retention for consuming the souls of other foxkin is greater than we
imagined—” 



  “We’re so close to forming the
conduit. Just a few hundred more.” 



  “Hundred? I’m not sure if there are
another fifty!” 



  “Quiet for a moment… why is she
staring at us like that?” the head scientist interrupted the
conversation. “Wait… is this intercom still on? Ah—fools!
Activate the slave mark!” 



  Red hot rage shot through Miki. She
didn’t know if she was angrier about the fact they were
slaughtering people and sending their souls into her, or that they
never intended to help her with Deek. She supposed deep down, she
always knew the truth, but hearing it at that moment, her mind broke.



  She felt the searing pain of a slave
mark on her. She wasn’t sure when someone took control of the mark
that had once been her master’s. He wasn’t the one who created
the mark, but he controlled it once he took her as a slave. However,
someone else dared take it. All she felt was anger and hate. 



  There was something else, a connection.
It was a connection to a new master, and that new master was trying
to compel her to stop. The master who controlled her… was the
dungeon itself. The slave mark burned like a fire in her chest, but
she pulled on it, pulling the soul of the dungeon toward her own. The
dungeon connected to her and they connected her to it! She was using
her bond to absorb it. 



  Nine tails erupted behind her, and the
bright orb of light ripped through a wall and entered her chest. As
the dungeon merged with her, she felt the lives of every person
there. They were all so small, nothing more than ants. She could take
them all, and she could crush them. 



  She would take it all, she would absorb
everything, and she would bring back her master, even if it cost the
world. 
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