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Chapter One

	***

	“A


	re you going alone?” Shao asked.

	A few days had passed since I had returned with Shao, and everyone but me had remained busy. I tried to get involved, but it seemed that others were handling it. Siti was working on building the traveling guild. Elaya was tending to the dungeon. Xin had taken over soldier training in Lydia’s absence. Faeyna was busy training the new maids. Astria was managing the new fairy spring, which would be in the courtyard of what would one day be a castle. Within castle walls was arguably the safest place to have such a thing anyway.

	Celeste was training the newly evolved fairies. Originally, the fairies around my fairy spring had been the common ones. They had been dumb things. As long as a queen or superior was present, they worked on autopilot, sort of like bee drones. When pulled out of a fairy colony, they gained enough free will to be house pets, but they were rarely much better than a commodity.

	That had changed when Astria had started pumping them full of mana. The fairies had evolved, and as they evolved, so did their intelligence. Each day, they were growing more obstinate and less willing to just obey Astria. Like Celeste, they were freeing themselves from the hive. That could lead to a lot of trouble, especially since they lived around humans. So, Celeste had taken it upon herself to properly train them. It felt a bit like the blind leading the blind, but Astria was more interested in protecting the fairy spring than worrying about a bunch of rogue fairies.

	Then, there was Miki, who had seemingly started helping the foxkin settle in. I still didn’t know how I felt about them. I worried that they might be once again taking advantage of Miki’s goodwill; It seemed that she was still suffering from guilt over the people she had killed and tortured during her time as lady death. She was trying to use the foxkin as some kind of redemption. I didn’t think it was healthy, but I also knew that she needed some time and I couldn’t force her. That had only been a week or two ago.

	Even Shao had decided to focus on her demon abilities. She worked her way through the dungeon. This was helping Elaya calibrate the difficulty and try out some of the new lore, but it was also helping Shao gain better control of her dark powers and her demon lord form. She had finally unlocked the job Assassin, something she was quite excited about. I knew she had been jealous of Raissa having that job for some time.

	Thus, it seemed like everyone had become busy except for me. All I was doing was waiting for the girls to get back. I didn’t want to move on Alerith until I had Terra and Lydia back. At the very least, I needed Terra so we could start using her printer. Garnet’s blacksmithing wouldn’t hurt either. So, with some time to kill, I decided another journey was in order.

	“I’m not planning on going far,” I explained. “My soul world is always accessible to you girls. You can stop by any time. Furthermore, we can speak with Slave Communication. Did Elaya show you how to ding me if you need me to open the channel?”

	“Y-yes… she did.” Shao coughed. “It’s just… you leaving alone… I don’t like it.”

	“Especially if you’re going there.” Miki nodded in agreement.

	“It’ll be fine.”

	“That’s exactly the thing Master always says when things don’t go fine!” Celeste cried.

	“Master needs to stop raising flags.” Shao declared.

	“What’s the worst-”

	“If you say ‘what’s the worst that will happen, I’ll bite you!” Miki growled.

	It seemed like the girls had been catching on to my cliché lines. They no longer worked.

	 


Chapter Two

	***

	“J


	ust promise us you’ll give us warning before you do anything dangerous.” Shao demanded.

	“Don’t take any risks.” Miki agreed.

	“And no more women!” Shao added.

	“What? Honestly…”

	“No… she’s got a good point!” Miki shot an accusing look.

	“It was Lydia’s fault. She kept going on about how the more women Master had, the more we should be happy, but it got out of hand!” Shao declared.

	I held up my hands helplessly. “I can’t control…”

	“No women!” Both girls cried out, looking up at me with tear-filled eyes.

	“N-n-no women.” I agreed.

	“I don’t get it, but I love Master!” Celeste threw her arms around all three of us and hugged.

	“Ahh! Her boobs!”

	“Are they bigger?”

	“How can that be?”

	“I-it’s the evolution! My boobs are bigger in demon lord form too! Lucky, permanent evolution!”

	“H-hey! All I got was my hair turned black! Why didn’t my chest grow?” Miki sighed.

	“A seed can’t grow without a proper foundation…” Shao chuckled.

	“Do you want to die?”

	“Try it, ghost girl!”

	“I could suck out your soul!”

	“Not if I stabbed your back.”

	I sighed as I held the two girls away from each other. I had never noticed it before, Lydia had been the balance that kept the harem together. She smoothed out people’s issues and kept the women from fighting in front of me excessively. Without her, that was why the girls went about their own tasks. I also hadn’t had a group session… ahem… not that I was saying I wanted to have all three at once! However, the offer was no longer on the table like it was when Lydia was around.

	Maybe that was why my trip plan was a return to Dioshin. I had some hopes that maybe Lord Duran had located Lydia. I reckoned that she had most likely gone to Dioshin. That wasn’t the only reason I was traveling there. The other reason was to cash in on the agreement I made with Lord Duran. Lord Duran had agreed to take me to the border of Dioshin and Jespain. Once I was there, I could skip Dioshin altogether and visit Jespain.

	I had never been to Jespain, but I had been told that it was industrialized compared to the lands in the east. They worked on magical tools, and their levels of magic enchantment were many times farther than anyone to the east. One could say that the Demon Lord Aberis’s attack on the subsequent conquering of Osteria had caused our countries to fall behind a few hundred years. Jespain had been spared these wars thanks to the impassible jungles of Dioshin.

	Although my original intent on going there had been to learn the secrets of inventory rings so as to create our own, I had also expanded my plans considerably. They also might be able to help us advance our building of golems. Although if there was any true reason I wanted to go to Jespain, it was because I had heard the rumor that had ships that could fly. That was right, Jespain was the land of airships!

	 


Chapter Three

	***

	T


	he girls finally calmed down and I gave them each a kiss. It really wasn’t like I was going far, or intended to risk my life. What was the worst that could… ah… yeah… maybe I needed to stop putting up such a flag.

	With a farewell, I opened a portal and stepped into an alleyway located in the wolfkin city. I immediately felt the expected increase in humidity and heat. Walking out into the town, I used my Transformation skill to give myself the appearance of a wolfkin. Unfortunately, I couldn’t replicate the smell of a wolfkin yet, but I did my best to wrap myself in the air and keep my smells from leaking out. It was a trick I had learned from Celeste, and I wasn’t very good at it.

	The last time I had been in the wolfkin tribe capital, the place had been very empty and depressed. Death hung in the air, and people were fearful for their lives. Only a week or so later, and the atmosphere had changed from muted to rather boisterous. People were excitedly selling their wares and talking excitedly. As I passed by, I heard various conversations of interest.

	“Yeah, the king defeated Lady Death with his mighty blade. He freed all the souls of the dead.”

	“You know, I was in the army that hunted down Lady Death. Of course, we didn’t run into her, but if we did… I would have shown her who’s the alpha wolf!”

	“My dad’s soul was lost, but he came back. Glory to King Roth!”

	It seemed like the story going around was that it was the king of Dioshin that had slain Lady Death and freed everyone. I didn’t know how I felt about him taking credit for my work. I was a bit worried that Lord Duran believed these words too. If that was the case, would he even be willing to fulfill his part of the bargain? If he did reject me, then I was going to head there on my own. I’d just make sure to use transformation and move quickly. Such a journey would take months though unless I made use of my double jumping. Such a rapid movement skill would be noticed though and may get me into all kinds of trouble.

	The one nice thing was that I wouldn’t have to do it all at once. I could travel all day, then portal home, and then portal where I left off in the morning, and do it again, just like when I worked my way down a dungeon.

	I was thinking about such things so I didn’t notice when an older wolfwoman stepped in front of me and pointed a finger in my face. “You! You don’t belong here!”

	Had I been sniffed out? I managed to hide the shock on my face pretty well.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“Naturally, you’re a blasphemer! You must give yourself over to God!”

	I looked around and took a breath of relief. I had been walking by the local chapter of the church. This woman was calling me out. My eyes immediately caught on to her large chest and went flat.

	“You’re not… the church or big breasts… are you?” I asked.

	Her face turned red, and she turned her chest away from me. “How dare you? You would speak of such sacrilege at the Church of the Father?”

	“The father… no chests?”

	She frowned. “What is your obsession with chests? Clearly, you need religion.”

	“No! I’m sorry… I don’t care about chests.”

	“Good.” The woman nodded. “Our church doesn’t care about such trivial things. All women are welcome here…”

	“I see…” I felt a little teary-eyed finally encountering a real church; it wasn’t some ridiculous church.

	“As long as they have junk in the trunk.”

	“Eh?”

	“Behold! The church of the big butts!” She turned around and flashed her nice round posterior.

	“I-it’s a lie…”

	“As it was written, big butts cannot lie. Look upon your brothers, for they cannot deny…”

	I gave up. Religion in this world was doomed.


Chapter Four

	***

	F


	rom what I was able to gleam, the church of the father was actually an offshoot of the church of the mother and daughter. Unlike that church which broke into two, this church was instead a modification created by missionaries who wanted to spread the joy of their religion to the unsuspecting animalkin.

	Since the country was ruled by a lion, and they maintained a somewhat patriarchal system that wouldn’t tolerate a female goddess, the mother turned into the father. As for the obsession with butts, this seemed to come about because of their tails. Special interest was already given to posteriors, so to convert more people, the butt became the center of interest. When the Demon lord Aberis came, the church broke, and Dioshin shut their doors becoming the xenophobic culture of today, the church of his father only continued to delineate into a path that catered specifically to the animalkin culture.

	That said, by the embarrassed looks people gave as they passed by and the wide berth they gave the entrance to the church, I had a feeling that this church didn’t have nearly as much support as the churches in the Ost Republic and Aberis. They didn’t have priests and priestesses, but shamans. Most things that involved life and death were strictly banned. Resurrection existed here, but it had its own culture around it and wasn’t handled so loosely as the Life Insurance policies of Aberis.

	“As the great Father said, you may sniff upon my butt, and I will sniff upon yours. Please, everyone, stand up and bend over. Let us embrace our unique scents and identities… eh, where did our recruit go?”

	It was at that point I had enough and fled the church. Say anything about the church in Aberis, but they didn’t have people sniff each other. I knew these were animalkin, and the majority here werewolves, but wasn’t that a bit far? Either way, I wasn’t sticking around. I slipped away in the crowds, making a line straight for the wolfkin’s castle.

	I came up to the guards in the front of the building and gave them a respectful nod. “I’m here to see Lord Duran.”

	The wolfkin man scowled. “Not just anyone can see our lord.”

	I had prepared for this. I knew there might be trouble getting in touch with him. I was supposed to be returning with the wolf pack that I left with, but I had abandoned them and ended up going to Chalm. I’d just have to convince him to let Lord Duran know I was here. If it became too troublesome, I’d merely portal directly into the castle. This was only a courtesy. I didn’t want them to know just how dangerous I actually could be. After all, he was a potential ally.

	“Well, you see-”

	“Sorry, lads. He’s with me.” A voice came from behind.

	I turned around to see a familiar face. “Pait…”

	“You’re back from your expedition?” It wasn’t a question. “Good. When the wolf pack returned two days ago and reported you had flown into a rage and disappeared, Lord Duran had grown quite worried.”

	“The situation was taken care of, and I didn’t go anywhere in Dioshin I wasn’t supposed to.”

	He nodded before grabbing my arm. “Come. Let’s got in.”

	The guards stepped aside for Pait. It seemed like he had helped me once again.

	 


Chapter Five

	***

	“T


	he rumors state that Lady Death engaged in a battle against King Roth just outside the rabbitkin tribe’s capital. He defeated her with his mighty sword and then resurrected all of the souls he had freed. I know it’s crap.” Pait grumbled as he led me through the hallways. “That old man can barely lift a sword from what I hear. Plus, there is the only person I know with that kind of resurrection magic. Can you enlighten me on what happened?”

	It was a bit surreal talking to Pait. Was this what it was like for normal people who couldn’t just casually open portals wherever they wanted to go? They were only just getting the news for what I would have considered long past. I had to remind myself that for a normal person, the last two weeks I had spent recuperating, recovering Shao, and then lazing around the mansion would have been the same time it took for me to have returned here on foot normally. Pait likely suspected my mobility was better than I let on, but I was curious how much Lord Duran knew.

	“There’s not much to tell.” I shrugged. “The King of Dioshin set up illegal experimentation to try to extend his life by experimenting on many-tailed foxkin. He became interested in Miki, my 9-tailed fox, and using deception lured her into the country. She ended up absorbing a dungeon and then being taken over and influenced by a mad scientist as Lady Death, who proceeded to try to wipe out the country and become an immortal god-king.”

	“Oh, I see… wait! That’s quite a lot to tell!” Pait shot me a look of disbelief. “Aren’t you being a bit too casual about it? What happened to Lady Death?”

	“The dungeon was destroyed and Miki was returned to me.” I shrugged. “Besides, I resurrected everyone who died, so there is no point in getting so worked up about it.”

	“Aii… I should have known after you enslaved a demon lord that you wouldn’t hesitate to enslave a figure like Lady Death. You like to live life dangerously.” He wiped his head while shaking it back and forth.

	“Technically, she was my slave before she was Lady Death,” I responded. “Besides, she wasn’t in control of herself. It was a curse. It’s over and done with. Given the king’s claims, do you think Lord Duran will follow through with his agreement?”

	“He’s not some ratkin. He won’t betray you.” Pait declared, and when I raised an eyebrow, he blushed. “S-sorry, after staying here I’ve started to pick up a few of their attitudes and comments.”

	“Well, it’s not like you’ll offend me.”

	“Lord Duran is smart enough to know that King Roth is full of hot air, and even if you had no involvement with the defeat of Lady Death, he would still fulfill his end of the bargain. What you asked for wasn’t so unreasonable.” As he said that, he stopped in front of the doors leading into the throne room.

	He whispered some words to a guard, who nodded and then entered the room. They didn’t have to wait long before they were allowed in. It was time to collect my prize.

	 


Chapter Six

	***

	“I


	t’s not that I don’t want to.” Lord Duran sighed. “But King Roth has demanded an emergency summit in the capital. If you had come any later, I might have left already.”

	“So, you won’t take me to the border?” I frowned.

	“I’d happily do so at a later date. You’re welcome to stay as my guest until I return, and then I will escort you to the border. It would take months to travel by foot, but I have a means that could get us there in only a week or two.”

	“How long until you get back?”

	“A week or two, maybe a month at max.”

	“A month!” My mouth opened and closed.

	I wanted to complain, but in a world like this, a month was no time at all. Pait had spent nearly two years in the capital, and he planned to spend another few weeks here before he headed back to Esmore. It would take at least that long to get a reply based on the report regarding Lady Death. It didn’t pass me by that everything I had told Pait would likely be sent on to his government. Although I considered him a friend, he was still a dignitary from another country, and that meant our friendship only went so far.

	“I’m sorry. I appreciate what you’ve done, but…”

	I glanced back up at Lord Duran but was surprised to see he was looking at me with a hesitant expression.

	“What is it?”

	He let out a small sigh, his ears drooping slightly. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to pass this on to you. I only received it a day or two ago. As for its relevance, I’m not sure about that either. However, it appears to be for you.”

	“For me?”

	“It was found sitting outside of Gram’s Passage.” He made a gesture and a guard brought him something wrapped up in fine linen on a platter.

	He carefully unwrapped it and pulled a small stone from the platter and after a moment of hesitation, held it out. I reached out and took it. It was a small, smooth stone, and there was a string wrapped around it holding a piece of aged paper. On the paper was a single word, Deek. I instinctively could guess this must have come from that lizard Gram. Why would he give me something like this?

	“What is it?”

	“It’s a memory. Ah… they call them imagers. They come from Jespain. You can record something and then play it back. They’re typically locked to the people that recorded on it and whomever they give permission to view it.”

	“I’ve… never had an imager before,” I responded, looking down at the item uncertainly.

	It sort of gave me a feeling like a dungeon core copy that Gram had given me, although it felt much weaker. I had a feeling that I’d be able to play it just like I had played memories in dungeons in the past.

	“And yet, your name is on it.” Lord Duran shrugged.

	“Why were you thinking of not giving it to me?”

	“It could have anything on it. It could be secret intel. It could be recordings of our land, or weaknesses, or even the truth of Lady Death. That it was found on the passage to Esmore makes its likelihood of being espionage even more likely. I should have destroyed it on the spot.”

	“We’re not involved with this!” Pait cried out.

	“Relax… I’m just explaining my concerns. I gave it to you in the end, didn’t I? I’m giving you a lot of trust Deek.”

	“I understand. Then, let’s see what it says.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	***

	I


	 wasn’t some spy, and I wanted to instill some confidence with Lord Duran, so I decided to just activate it in front of him. Plus, I wasn’t confident I could do it and thought he might be able to help if I failed. Hopefully, it didn’t reveal any secret, although I couldn’t think of very many I kept. It wasn’t in my nature to act deceptively. The few times I held back things from the girls, it was usually because of fear and cowardice over the answers I’d receive. I understood that now.

	Although it was familiar, I didn’t think I’d need to use the dungeon to activate it though. This was made in Jespain, and while I didn’t know how common it was, how many people had a soul dungeon to enter to explore one? It took a few moments of playing with my mana control before I figured out the means of activation.

	A form appeared in the room. Lord Duran tensed for a moment, but he quickly realized that the form wasn’t there. There was something indistinct about the illusion which made it clear this was a recording, not reality. The person standing there was familiar to me. It was Gram, although he was hidden within his cloaks, giving him the appearance of the cloaked stranger.

	“Deek Deekson… after our previous encounter, I’m familiar enough for your mana signature that when I detected this near my dungeon, I feared you were mounting some kind of attack. I found this arrived through one of my underground geysers. It had come from under my dungeon. My dungeon runs deep, so for you to get under me seemed unlikely.

	“This is not the original memory recording. That was severely damaged, and I digested it to determine the contents inside. After seeing what was inside, I realized that the contents are related to you after all. I considered just destroying this information, but given our turbulent relationship, I’ve decided to offer it to you as a peace offering. In the future, remember this favor…”

	“Who is this guy?” Lord Duran’s nose twitched as he looked with narrow eyes.

	“Ah… just an acquaintance I met.”

	I wasn’t sure if other nobles knew that dungeon masters could be sentient and independent by their dungeons. Well, I knew I said I wouldn’t hold back, but this wasn’t the time to have such a conversation, and I didn’t owe him any kind of explanation anyway. At least I didn’t lie.

	Besides, I was focused on what Gram was saying. This was an item I had never seen that had my mana signature and had come from deep in the earth? The material on it addressed me? Just what was it? Wait… deep?

	“I will begin the recovered memories now.”

	The image flickered, and two girls appeared in his place.

	“What is that?” Terra asked.

	“Hmmm? Oh? I got it while I was in the Twilight Dungeon. They call it an imager. I guess it takes an imprint of the area around it. Did you turn it on?” Garnet spun around.

	“This is amazing! Hey, I know what. We can record our journey and show Master our journey.”

	My eyes widened. This was a recording of Garnet and Terra’s journey to the Deep! Didn’t it come back damaged? What was happening?

	 


Chapter Eight

	***

	I


	t was rather remarkable that such a piece of evidence made its way to me. I supposed given Terra’s love of magical instruments, and Garnet’s long and mysterious history, recording such an event seemed extremely likely if such a device had been available. That said, the device had made it back up into Gram’s passage. Two people who weren’t enemies, but also weren’t friends had to have chosen to take the risk to get it to me.

	I understood now why it had my magical signature on it. It had come from two of my slaves. I was pretty certain that the restrictions that allowed someone to view something recorded by someone else was being their master through a slave bond. Of course, even that didn’t stop a dungeon from being able to digest the memories by absorbing the mana. This wasn’t the one that the girls had taken down, but one Gram had created using his dungeon after absorbing the previous one. That also meant I had to trust that Gram was showing me the whole story. If he had cut something out, I’d have no way of knowing.

	It seemed like today was a day for trust on everyone’s side.

	“This is one of the forgotten pathways down to the Deep. The location was passed on to me by my family before they… ahem.” Garnet explained awkwardly within the recording. “It’ll take about a month to reach the land of my ancestors. I’m not confident we’ll be able to make it there. There are many ancient pathways and they could have collapsed at any point during the years.”

	Was that what happened? Did they get caught in some kind of rockfall? I had already attempted to resurrect everyone in the group shortly after I came back to find everyone gone. Their souls should have come back if they were dead. Unless this had happened over a month before, or in a dungeon. At this distance, I couldn’t feel the tug of the broken bond at all.

	“That’s where I come in.” Terra flexed her small arm. “We’ll be able to get through any rockslide. After working with earth for so long, I’m certain I can open up just about any path safely.”

	“I also can’t guarantee there will be any treasure,” Garnet warned. “This is all tales and half-remembered stories. Furthermore, even if they do exist, my people might have put traps around them. If a golem with earth manipulation could steal national treasures of my people so easily, then wouldn’t that be looking down on my people?”

	Terra’s strutting deflated a bit. “We should be able to find something at least. The deep dwarves were the only ones that far down there. When they left, there would have been no one else to use such material. I’ve not heard of any expeditions that have gone to the Deep to ever return.”

	“Exactly, that’s because they all died!” Garnet laughed. “There have been hundreds of expeditions to the Deep, and not a single one survived.”

	“That’s not true… I found a record of one who man made it back. He was insane, muttering about how dark it was before killing himself.”

	“Hmm… did you mention that to Master before we left?”

	“Of course not! He never would have let us leave if he had known.”

	My brow twitched. She was correct about that.

	 


Chapter Nine

	***

	“W


	e don’t need to worry so much. Whomever went down wasn’t a Deep Dwarf and a golem with Earth Manipulator as a job. Let’s get a move on it. I can’t wait to see Master’s face when we return.”

	The image suddenly flickered, a new scene appearing. Was this memory loss, or did they end the recording and start up again later. I couldn’t tell. They were deep down in some tunnel. They were lying down with a smokeless fire going. It looked like they had been camping for the night, so it was at least a day later.

	“Did you feel it?” Terra asked, sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees, staring at the fire.

	Her expression wasn’t nearly as happy or as lively as before. She looked almost despondent. Garnet sat up from where she was lying under the covers.

	“The bond with Master? It was cut.”

	“That… he would never cut the bond.” Terra shook.

	“He couldn’t do so,” Garnet added. “I don’t believe it was done by him. It feels… too sharp.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Maybe I’m it’s just my imagination, but it doesn’t feel like Master is dead.”

	Terra turned around, a look of shock on her face. “You’re certain?”

	“Certain, no… but I’ve felt bonds before. I’ve had people die. It’s not so abrupt. I’m just saying, from my experience, this feels more like the bond was cut deliberately.”

	“So, Master is in danger.” Terra’s expression narrowed.

	“Master is always in danger. This was probably something done by an enemy, and knowing Master, he’ll come out on top.”

	Terra let out a breath. “I see… should we… return?”

	“By the time we return, he’ll probably already recover. The other girls are closer, and if he’s in trouble, I’m sure they’re handling in. Besides, we have our task. Let’s continue. When we return, Master will just be extra hap-”

	Flicker.

	That time was the memory cutting out. I was glad to see the girls weren’t destroyed by my apparent death. The two of them being together would help them get through it. Garnet was always more grounded and less excited. She had dealt with the loss her entire life. Whether it was the loss of her nation, the loss of her home, the loss of her family, and even at one time the loss of the life she had started in the Twilight Dungeon. She had a unique way of looking at things, and she was able to keep Terra from panicking.

	The screen appeared, and it was difficult to say how much longer they had been down there. The girls were crawling through an exceptionally narrow path. It was too small for someone like me to enter, but given their sizes, they were just big enough.

	“I should have just made this area wider.” Terra panted.

	“It’s large enough for us,” Garnet responded. “Lydia or Celeste wouldn’t be able to fit.”

	“Celeste would.” Terra’s voice sounded pouty. “That big breasted bimbo can shrink to any size. Why do some girls have all of the assets? Even my slim body that allows me to make it through tight spots, and she can do better, yet she still has those things.”

	“Are big boobs that great?” Garnet laughed. “I’m rather happy with my chest. I heard big-breasts girls have sensitivity issues, but my nipples are super sensitive.”

	“Yeah… that only makes them chaffed as we drag ourselves down this path. I don’t even have Master to heal them. How much longer is this?’

	“Are you the Earth Manipulator? Can’t you tell?”

	“Geh… I’d rather not know.”

	The two girls seemed to be moving along so peacefully. So, how did everything go wrong?

	 


Chapter Ten

	***

	“D


	o… you want to hear a secret?”

	The travels of Terra and Garnet continued. The longer they went, the dirtier they appeared. It was hard to tell given the gaps in memory just how much time had passed. However, it was clear they were still working their way down. The two girls were sitting, and for some reason this night they didn’t set a fire.

	“What is it?” Garnet asked.

	“I… hate dungeons,” Terra spoke uneasily.

	Garnet looked up in surprise. “Seriously?”

	“The dark, the cramped spaces… they remind me of back then.” She lowered her head, looking like a wilted flower. “When I dragged the clockwork dragon with me down into the underground, I created a dungeon to trap it, but that dungeon wasn’t just its prison. It was mine too. I lived in that grave… the grave of my village, for longer than any human should be alive. The only reason I didn’t go insane was that father had designed the golem to have such a failsafe.

	“So, I held on, year after year, isolated, alone, in the dark. Then, Master came. He came and he took me. He spared me from the darkness and brought me into the light. That’s why… that’s why I’ll do anything for him. That’s why I love him so much. He saved me from a living hell, and I can never repay that.”

	“But, you’re an Earth Manipulator. You’re at your best underground. You go into dungeons with Master all of the time.”

	A small smile formed on her face, her eyes filled with tears. “I’m just putting on a front. Acting brave. The other girls are so strong and so fearless. If… if I let my true feelings out, then I’ll be left behind. Besides, it never felt bad, because Master was by my side. I could feel the bond, and it was like Master was beside me. I knew that no matter how deep I went into that darkness, that a familiar blue light would appear, and Master would come out and grab me.”

	“Would…” Garnet bit her lip.

	“The bond was cut. Even if he’s safe, he won’t be able to come down here. He won’t be able to find me. I’m alone.”

	“Terra.” Garnet reached out and touched her leg. “You’re not alone. I’m here with you.”

	“Y-yeah… I know.” Terra grabbed Garnet’s hand and held it. “I know.”

	For the longest time, I had always wondered what the girls saw me. In my arrogance, I had always just put it up to my Charm Up, and my Slave Affinity. I had convinced myself that their love was just a random byproduct of me being me. Even when I came to accept their love, I continued to hold to this belief and instead accepted that charm was a natural aspect of a person and not something I should feel bad about.

	I was afraid to take on the responsibility. I was afraid to understand and to listen. Seeing how Miki truly felt, I began to realize just how much these girls had been through. Some were slaves, living long lives of rejection and fear. Others were prisoners, trapped in dungeons and forced into a role they were never prepared to take. I knew their stories, but I never focused on it. I was too busy moving forward that I never thought about looking back. Before I knew it, I couldn’t go back.

	“Master…” Alysia could feel the emotions I had the strongest due to our body. “We’ll find them.”

	I reached out toward Terra’s sad expression, “Don’t worry… I will pull you from the darkness, always.”

	Her image disappeared, and new memory began.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	***

	T


	he image lit up, and I blinked a bit as the girls walked through a crystalline cave. It resembled the Mirror Labyrinth quite a bit, although while those crystals were all clear and reflected light into prisms, these were different colors. Some crystals were red, others were blue or green, and then there was just about everything in between. Based on where the girls stood, their faces were a different color. It was like walking through a kaleidoscope.

	“It’s beautiful.” Terra gasped.

	“Useless…” Garnet sniffed.

	“Eh?”

	“They’re pretty, but they’re also brittle. They have no magical value and they’re too weak to hammer into anything of use. A complete waste!” Garnet declared.

	“You know, some things can be pretty just for the sake of being pretty…” Terra responded.

	“Maybe, but wouldn’t it be better if something contained both form and function?” Garnet shrugged. “There are things that look just as pretty that have far better uses.”

	“I guess…” Terra didn’t look convinced but didn’t continue to argue with Garnet either.

	“Come on, we’re almost to the Deep.” Garnet waved her hand.

	The pair left the pretty crystalline cave, walking through a grouping of sharp stalactites and stalagmites that were dripping water into a long rocky tunnel. 

	“A-almost? We’re not there yet? Didn’t you say the Deep was larger than the journey to it?” Terra had an exasperated voice.

	“True… but the pathways and caverns are much larger. We’ll be able to move faster. If we can find a fog beetle, we could be there in a few days.”

	“A what?”

	“They’re giant beetles you can ride. They move super fast! Ah… I wish we had Master here. He could tame them for us easily.”

	Terra’s face went white. “A giant beetle? Gross!”

	“Don’t tell me you hate bugs too?”

	“I do!”

	“Aiii… well, it’ll take longer, but we can walk. I can’t promise we won’t encounter anything though. Traveling in the deep is a lot like traveling through the wilderness.”

	“That dangerous?”

	“Did you think dungeons are unique to the surface? As long as they have an outlet, they can even be this deep. No… it should be said the ones this deep are all mega-dungeons. They’re the most dangerous ones because they’ll take on an innocent path, like a tunnel worm.”

	“A tunnel worm?” Terra’s voice rose an octave.

	“Yea, those guys are the worst.” Garnet didn’t seem to notice the worry on Terra’s face as she continued to speak excitedly. “The tunnel worms eat a tunnel and then open their mouths right at the entrance. Their insides look just like an extension of the tunnel, so unknowing prey just walk right into their stomachs.”

	“H-how can you tell?”

	“Well, they usually have stalagmite and stalactite teeth around the entrance. You’d also feel a warm breeze, but it would be hot and humid. That compensation is rare down here. It’s usually wet and cold or warm and dry, depending on how close you are to a volcano vent.”

	“H-hey… do you feel a hot and humid breath suddenly?” Terra’s voice cracked.

	“Huh? Oh yeah, it tastes kind of salty. Wait…”

	“And those stalactites and stalagmites we just past… don’t they kind of look like teeth?”

	The two girls looked back in the direction that had just come from, and then back at each other.

	“Run!”

	“Ahhh!”

	I tensed as it flickered, but when the memory returned, they were still walking normally. The girls looked even more haggard. They were tired and looked like they hadn’t bathed in a month.

	“We made it.” Garnet suddenly declared. “We’ve reached the Deep.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	***

	“I


	t’s so big…” Terra spoke, looking up into a distance that the imager didn’t reach.

	“We need to be careful from here on out.”

	“I apologize for freaking out about the fake tunnel worm.”

	“Let’s forget the tunnel worm! As I said, there are a lot of dangers in the deep. On the surface, mana is mostly dispersed so we don’t get many powerful monsters, but down here the mana is allowed to congregate.”

	“Didn’t you say there were a lot of dungeons down here? Wouldn’t they eat all of that mana?”

	“They do… but because of the high pressure and potential seismic events, dungeons will also collapse and be destroyed if they grow too big or act too recklessly. That causes all of that miasma to explode out. That’s not even mentioning the monsters that escape the dungeons and are free to procreate and expand unhindered.”

	“It’s dangerous. I got it.” Terra responded. “I’ll try to keep a scout by feeling for vibrations.”

	“Even so, can you even feel the ceiling? Anything could drop down on top of us at any time.”

	“I-I can’t! I thought I’d be glad to be in a spacious area. I’m suddenly missing the claustrophobic corridors. This is somehow worse.”

	“I’m just trying to keep us safe. I promised I’d bring you down here and get you back. If I failed, Master would be angry. We’ll be fine. Just stay aware.”

	“I never thought I’d say this, but I’m suddenly missing Celeste. Her ability to feel air vibrations would be really useful. Then again, Lydia’s scouting and leadership, Miki’s ability to calm the people around her… heh, even Shao can see in the dark and isn’t scared of anything.”

	“You’re really good friends, aren’t you…”

	“We have to be, Master is-“

	Flicker.

	“There is something wrong.” Garnet frowned. “This has been far too quiet.”

	Flicker.

	“Do you-”

	Flicker.

	“Do you hear that?”

	“Something in the darkness… it sounds like footsteps.”

	“Are we being followed?”

	“I don’t…”

	Flicker.

	The images were starting to break down. Occasional distorted images and voices appeared. I leaned closer. This was getting toward the end. This was the point where I found out what happened to them.

	“We need to run!”

	“It’s coming!”

	“Garnet…”

	“Just keep going…”

	“I’m not leaving you…”

	Although the recording supposedly took a 3D image and wouldn’t be a victim of shaky came or darkness, the image was still strangely obscured. The girls appeared blurry and blotched out. Their voices sounded like they were coming through water. I could hear the panic and fear in their voices.

	Flicker.

	Terra was alone. Garnet was missing. She was curled up in a fetal position.

	“Master… I’m going to send this up through a vent. If it somehow reaches you…” She swallowed hard. “I’m sorry… we should have told you about the risks before coming. We should have turned back when the bond broke. We should have…

	“Please, listen carefully. There is something down here. The deep dwarves…” The sound and image flickered and for a second, I feared losing the whole message before her face returned. “Don’t come down. Don’t come to find us. It’s already too late. Ah… what’s that… no… it’s coming… no! No!”

	The image flickered out. There were no more memories.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	***

	“M


	aster…”

	“I’m fine,” I grumbled.

	“Deek!”

	Lord Duran’s voice caused me to look back, only then realizing I was already halfway to the door. Our eyes met for a moment.

	“I have things to do,” I responded.

	“She warned you not to go, boy,” Pait spoke up, seemingly somewhat relaxed.

	“As if I wouldn’t.”

	“It’ll be dangerous.”

	“I’ve experienced danger before.”

	“How will you start?”

	I knew what Pait was doing. He was trying to make me think. I was acting on pure impulse, and if I left like that I might act unreasonably. As much as I hated to admit it, he knew me pretty well. I took in a deep breath and tried to calm myself.

	“I’ll go to Gram’s Passage. The place runs deep.”

	“Not that deep.”

	“It’ll be a start.”

	“The journey could take weeks, even months. Are you going to leave Chalm unprotected during that time?”

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again. Even if Gram brought me to the bottom of his dungeon, how deep was the Deep anyway? Her imager came up into his Passage after going through an impossible journey. If I ended up spending weeks traveling down there, it could be too late. Although every part of my body burned with impatience, I had to tell myself to relax. I closed my eyes this time and took a few deep breaths.

	“Do you have any ideas?”

	“It’s hard to say. I just know if you’re crawling down caverns like they did, it will take a long time. The Deep is a bit of a strange place.”

	“What do you know of it?”

	“Only the rumors dwarves pass around. It’s a place so deep that there is no light. It’s a little-known fact, but when someone goes underground, the temperature is cooler for a while, but it starts to warm up again. It’s supposed to become so hot as to be unbearable. For some reason, under about half of this continent is a bubble of cool air. There is no heat, and there reside massive caverns. There is also a type of function that glows for twelve hours a day, creating a night/day cycle. Some parts of the Deep are even known to have weather patterns. Rain, snow, wind… it’s truly a strange place.”

	“How can this be? A dungeon?”

	“That’s the general belief. The Deep used to be a dungeon. The dungeon had once grown nearly to the size of a continent, but it died and was buried with time. Its husk still protects the Deep, and allows the remnant monster populations of the dungeon to thrive.”

	“Terra mentioned sending it up through a thermal vent, right? If the imager can travel up, then can’t we travel down?”

	“The temperatures would be molten!” Pait declared. “Those vents are attached to volcanos! You might as well jump into a volcano and swim down.”

	“Oh? Is there a volcano nearby that could do this?”

	“The closest volcano here is in Esmore. You might have seen it entering Gram’s Passage.” Lord Duran spoke up as Pait seemed to sputter in indignation.

	I raised my head thoughtfully, although I was also bringing up my map. I nodded after a second.

	“Very well. Then, I will be off.”

	“Off? You need someone knowledgeable even to attempt an expedition. What do you think you’re going to do?”

	“You’re right, Lord Duran, do you mind if I borrow him?”

	“Be my guest.”

	“Borrow me, what are you-“ I reached out and stashed him in my soul world. “Ah! Where am I?”

	“Welcome.”

	“Who are you? Eh… are-aren’t you princess Alysia?”

	“Y-yeah… Master took me as well.”

	“This is preposterous!”

	“Just calm down.” I sighed. “I’m just keeping you around for assistance. I’ll return you once this is all over.”

	“What? Where are you? Deek? I don’t even have any of my things!”

	“Thank you for all of your assistance.” I bowed to Lord Duran.”

	“Are you ignoring me? He’s ignoring me!”

	“I apologize.” Alysia tried to smooth things over.

	“It’s fine. I’ll be leaving myself.” Lord Duran. “I promise I’ll still take you to the border, when we both return.”

	“Yes, I hope you luck with your, um… meet.”

	“And good luck in the Deep.”

	We shook hands. It was pleasant when everyone wasn’t your enemy.

	“Oh, one more thing. There is Pait’s maid. She should pack up his things and meet me…”

	A short time later, Dav appeared in the soul world. “Eh? Where did I go?”

	Pait didn’t answer. He was too busy pouting in a corner.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	***

	I


	 opened up a portal, and stepped through. Immediately, my face was assaulted with heat. I was standing near the ledge of an open volcano. Glancing down, I could see red deep down at the bottom. Slapping my hands together, my body began to glow and I went through my dungeon points. I hadn’t earned any new points recently. The excess energy from the last two dungeons I took care of didn’t turn into a blessing. One was used to create a mass reincarnation spell, and the other was used to rebuild my dungeon. I opened up my store and selected a skill I hadn’t used too often: Fire Immunity.

	“Hmm?”

	After dumping 6 points into Fire Resistance and then Fire Immunity, I noticed a new skill appear. Was there a tier beyond Fire Immunity? This one was called Heat Resistance. Weren’t they the same thing? This one cost 10 points. I dropped the points into it, and the heat I was feeling immediately dropped until it felt like it was a perfect day. Oh? So, it was like that? Fire Immunity protected me from taking burn damage, but heat exposure could still be a problem? I noticed that there was now another tier, Heat Immunity.

	Given what I was about to do, I decided to select Heat Immunity as well. I had the skill Heat Tolerance through my Blacksmith job, which probably worked like a weak version of Heat Resistance. I wasn’t even going to attempt to depend on that though. I had been worried Fire Immunity wouldn’t cut it either, but with Heat Immunity, that made me more confident. It cost 25 points though. In other words, to be immune to heat completely in all its form cost 41 points in all. I only have 72, so that came uncomfortably close.  

	I wondered if the other immunities worked similarly. As I earned more blessings, the store had fleshed out more. Just like how the lore gathered from each dungeon allowed me to create new environments, drop new items, and create new mobs, it also opened up the shop to new skills and items.

	“Deek, what are you planning?” Pait’s worried voice sounded out from my soul world.

	I ignored him and sent a message through Slave Communication to all the girls. “I said I’d warn you before I did anything dangerous. I’m going to be heading into the Deep to recover Terra and Garnet. I want to say if I don’t return, don’t follow after me, but I don’t think those lines would work better on you than me. That’s why I’m going to be back in under a month, no matter what.”

	“Master, what are you doing?”

	“Master, again?”

	“You should bring some of us with you.”

	“You’re all busy with your own tasks. Trust me to save Terra, and more importantly, trust me to come back.”

	There was a brief period of silence, but then every girl slowly gave their acceptance. They would do what I said. Now, it was time to go for it.

	“Alysia… remember that trick you learned where you turned into a more complicated object?”

	“Y-you mean that time you made me turn into a bicycle and rode me?”

	“Ahem…” I coughed awkwardly. “You’ve seen a drill before, right?”

	“Master… y-you can’t be serious!”

	“Off we go!”

	“Masteeeeeeeeeeerrr!”

	I jumped off the ledge into the volcano.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	***

	“W


	hat’s happening?” Pait cried out.

	“H-here, I think I can project what I see into Master’s soul world.” Alysia declared.

	“Ahhhh! Turn it off! Turn it off!”

	“Alysia, you should be turning into a drill now.”

	“I’m working on it!”

	We plummeted down quite a distance. I used air to blow away the smoke and to slow my descent, kicking off a step when I needed to. The heat grew as I reached the bottom, where dark material undulated menacingly, red light glowing out from the cracks.

	My feet hit the lava and then fire erupted across my body. Did I make a mistake? I tossed all of my clothing into my soul world. Heat Immunity didn’t transfer over to the items I was wearing. Anything of decent enough quality would have survived that brief exposure and everything that was destroyed probably wasn’t worth it anyway. It wasn’t my best armor, although given my history of losing armor it was hard to say that I bothered with anything long-lasting.

	“I’m ready!”

	“Let me know if you can’t handle the heat.”

	Alysia was composed of plenty of incredible alloys that should be able to reach the limits, but lava was lava and I didn’t want to risk her being harmed. If I couldn’t use her, I’d figure something out. I had already sunk to my knees. I was completely naked, so it was good I was in a place I was unlikely to see anyone else.

	“Go for it.”

	I slammed Alysia down into the lava, pushing her down as far as she would go. Then, her body started turning, the blades of her drill-like form moving in a circle. She started to move down more and more into the muck. Creating an air bubble around my head, I allowed myself to sink in behind her. I was plunged into darkness, but I only had one direction in mind, heading straight down.

	The lava felt like a strange puddy, like trying to swim through clay. Although I could recognize the incredible heat, it didn’t feel the least bit uncomfortable for me. Under Alysia’s unstoppable blades, she was able to cut through it and move downward. Once I was completely buried, she picked up the pace, turning faster and faster. I could feel a strange pull. As the lava behind the drill tried to fill in space I was on, it would catch on my legs like arms trying to grab me and hold me in place.

	“Faster,” I ordered.

	“Y-yes!”

	Her drilling sped up once again, and the movements were soon fast enough that a trail line was left in the lava. All I could do was hold on as Alysia used her strength to move forward. I lost track of time as I was pulled through the swampy muck like a worm. It was a rhythmic process, too strenuous to allow me to lose my attention, but too smooth to keep me focused. That was before we suddenly hit something and stopped.

	“Alysia?”

	“We’ve made it through the lava. We’re at the end of the volcanic shoot. It’s rock from here on.”

	So, we reached the rocky part of our journey.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	***

	“M


	aster…”

	“Is this too much?”

	“I’m exhausted…”

	“I have been drilling you hard.”

	“And dizzy.”

	“I’m sorry, I just got a bit excited and just shoved it right in.”

	“It was so hard, I thought I might break.”

	“I’m glad you could take it this far.”

	“Oh, dear…”

	“Will you two stop having such suggestive conversations, you’re making my maid blush!” Pait snapped.

	“I-I’m fine. Th-their Master-servant relationship is kind of sweet, isn’t it?”

	“What are you saying? It’s completely inappropriate.” Pait declared.

	Pait should watch his words. The look on Dav’s face appeared slightly hurt. I had already thought the pair were already in a relationship. After all, they often acted like an old married couple. It turned out this wasn’t true. Pait had a very rigid view on how a dignitary should act with servants, and so he had never crossed the line with Dav. From the look on her face, it appeared like she wanted him to though.

	We were in my soul world living somewhat comfortably. As for my body, it was somewhere covered in several metric tons of rock. I had found there little reason to put clothing back on, as the amount of stone that struck me ended up tearing off anything I put on, so I was still basically naked. I also had to heal myself quite a bit before I ended up completely shredded.

	We were long past the lava, and were now in a space of dark black rock, working our way down into the darkness below. Alysia had worked as long as she could, but she had needed a break. Thankfully, I had a pleasant location of the soul world to retreat to. The Map’s ability to handle 3d got a little wonky when you introduced underground passages. It could do floors easy enough, but a pathway straight down, I wasn’t confident if I left it, I’d be able to come back.

	As for whether we were on course or not, I had no clue. We’d keep going on for a week, then I might have to start rethinking my strategy. I felt like a week was more than enough time though. It was hard to tell just how fast we were moving, but we had to have traveled at least a few kilometers.

	“Pait, I was thinking, if the Deep is a dungeon, does it have levels like a dungeon? Is there a progression from easy to difficult?”

	The reason I had grabbed Pait was exactly to ask these kinds of questions. He was a smart guy, and other than Garnet, he was the closest I had to the dwarves. And from the sound of Garnet’s imager, it might not have even known the Deep was a giant dungeon, although I only saw a handful of her exchanges with Terra.  Even though the Esmore didn’t like to travel down into the mountains, they had to hear things from the dwarves, especially a dignitary like Pait, who was the most well-traveled individual I knew.

	He frowned thoughtfully as he nibbled on a kabob that I had made. The only way I had managed to calm him down after borrowing him was to make food. I was the best cook he knew, and within my soul world was current a garden of all of the best foods from Earth. I had naturally brought tons of revisions before leaving Chalm, so I was good to feed myself for likely years if I had to, just by growing crops.

	“That’s hard to say… I only said it’s a theory that the Deep was once a dungeon. In truth, so much time has passed that the breakdown between levels would be great. I think you should be cautious anywhere in the Deep either way.”

	I nodded thoughtfully. If it was a dungeon, I was wondering if there might still be safe rooms and a clear progression. It seemed like such a thing no longer existed.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	***

	R


	ealizing my soul world was essentially my home away from home, I did my best to make it nice looking. I had constructed a small home there. With more resources, I could construct a bigger place. My room, in particular, was filled with things from Earth, including stuff I had owned. As for how Shao had acquired such items, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to know.

	I didn’t have power working in it yet, but I had acquired the parts that in theory, I could one day have a powered house. I just needed to read up on such electrical work. Perhaps Terra and Garnet would have more interest in that kind of stuff than I. I had acquired as many educational books as I could and had a massive library. Beyond that we a large log-cabin-like room with a fireplace and comfy furniture. It’s the kind of house I would have liked to live in if I had been rich on Earth.

	Outside, I could control the weather, so it was sunny and nice. I kept the light schedule to match my schedule, so there was a clear day and night. Since the weather was always pleasant, working outside was quite comfortable, even if my real body was naked in the dark under hundreds of tons of rock.

	We spent the night resting, or more specifically Alysia took a nap. I could have kept refreshing and healing her to keep her going, but at some point, it was better if she relaxed. We had found a pocket of space that didn’t look like it’d collapse or fill with lava at any moment, so we decided to wait the night out there.

	Since I hadn’t worked too hard beyond holding on to Alysia, I practiced a bit with the soul world. I tried to see if meat could be made fresher. It’d be something if I could move life energy so that a cow regrew from a slab of rump roast. Since I could grow a plant from a seed or revitalize a nearly dead herb, I thought it might be possible. It turned out I was being a bit too hopeful. Dead meat was too dead to do anything with. There were limits. That was probably for the best.

	As for resurrecting an animal, I didn’t want to even try. If I had to think about whether the animal had souls that was too much. No matter how effective eating an animal and then resurrecting it with a new body might be toward feeding the world, something about it felt wrong on every level, even if it did work.

	After tinkering around a bit, I returned to my bed and took a nap. I wasn’t sure if sleeping in my soul world was the same thing as sleeping for real, but since my body was immobile in the same way, I figured it didn’t matter. Come morning, I felt refreshed, and that was what mattered. After waking Alysia up, we returned to the dark tunnel and began digging once again.

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	***

	M


	ore time passed as we slowly tunneled through the Earth. Two day-night cycles had passed by in my soul world as we worked our way down. Dav passed the time keeping the house clean and tidy, while Pait had taken an interest in my extensive library. He had stopped complaining and now spent his days reading.

	I probably couldn’t say how deep we were. It was at a level that if we were on Earth, the molten core would have started to heat things and make the environment impossible to continue. However, thanks to the Deep, it was a rather cool place. Well, even if the environment was molten, I would have been fine as long as I kept my Heat Immunity equipped. I did feel the concentration of mana increasing, and also, I felt more presence of Gaia.

	All mana had the signature of the place it came from. Faerith’s mana was unique to Faerith. Mana that’s signature had corrupted or changed became miasma, and was sort of like cancer or a poison that threatened to attack and convert surrounding miasma. Spirit Fire was mana that had a bit of lore connected to it, giving it a caustic element that could damage or consume souls. Fairy Dust, on the other hand, was concentrated mana, gathered and condensed by fairies.

	As for Gaia, the mana of the earth, if I had to describe it, it’d be like liquid mana. It was mana that had been crushed under high pressure beneath the earth. It had a much more pronounced signature, the signature of this world, and seemingly aided to solidify this world. One could call Gaia the world’s memory, a compound condensed and maintained for sometimes eons. When our bodies died and broke down, we became oil. When our souls died and broke down, they became Gaia.

	At least, that’s how I had come to understand the fairy’s mana reagents, and how they existed. As to why I could utilize them to trigger unique skills, I didn’t know. Perhaps it was because each type of mana had adopted a piece of lore, and that lore could be combined with a skill to unlock a new skill. It’d be a way of using the mana’s memory to pull off something your soul lore wasn’t ready to accomplish.

	The point is that the farther we go, the more I could feel Gaia. At the moment, the Gaia was in a vaporized state, not much different than evaporated water, but I had a distinct feeling that if I went far enough, rivers of Gaia might be detectible. Such a thing could only be found this Deep down, or possibly in the lower floors of a mega-dungeon. I wondered if any of the mega dungeon’s lower floors connected with the Deep.

	If so, maybe we could punch our way into one of the great dungeons like what had happened with the Widow’s Dungeon. Then, we could return to the surface from there. There were only two great dungeons that I could do that with though. I would have had to log in with the 1st floor of the safe room for the idea to work. Well, it was just an idea. I had nothing but time to think through this endless slog into the Deep.

	Crack.

	“Master!”

	I put Alysia away and grabbed the edge. I found myself hanging from a hole in a roof, leading down into a massive cavern. However, I could see the size of the cavern, as all along the walls was a translucent green light that glowed.

	“This is…” Alysia gasped.

	“We made it, the Deep.”

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	***

	I


	 let go of the ledge, creating several steps until I landed on the ground. I was in a massive cavern about thirty meters high and perhaps two hundred meters long. There was a natural running river through it, not made of miasma, rich enough in mana that it felt like the beginning of a Waters of Life. This was truly a rich place full of potentially valuable things if the first thing I ran into was the primordial fairy spring. Well, without fairies, such a spring would never form, but it was interesting.

	“Beautiful.” Alysia breathed.

	With the algae giving off light, the entire room did have a gentle glow that reflected off the water. Other than the mirror labyrinth, this was probably the second most interesting place I had seen when it came to lighting. I’d consider noting this place for some kind of date night, but it seemed like it might be a bit dangerous.

	Either way, I pulled up my Map, which was now centered deep in the earth. After making sure I could find it again, I pulled out and brought Chalm back into my vision. I then lifted my hand and summoned a portal. After a few moments, nothing happened.

	“I thought this might be the case.”

	The girls had been left with the ability to cast Portal. I wouldn’t have put it past them that something happened that kept them from using it. Maybe they had used up their portal earlier to escape a smaller threat, or maybe they had used it to get past an area. Maybe they had even wandered into a dungeon and couldn’t escape as I did.

	However, it seemed like the truth wasn’t so simple. If I couldn’t use the portal here, then the girls definitely couldn’t have escaped with a portal. There was simply too much earth between here and the surface, and it blocked whatever allowed me to cut through space. It could also be the thickness of the mana that caused the problem. The only other time I had experienced an inability to teleport was when I was on the other side of the planet. The same reason I could portal from here might be why I couldn’t portal from there.

	The only way I could do it was to build a massive transmitter and dump a bunch of mana into it. That was easier said than done. Either way, it was a problem I’d worry about later. I had come down with the expectation that returning wouldn’t be so easy, so really nothing had changed.

	“Pait, you have any ideas,” I asked.

	“How could I? If you wanted a dwarf to guide you through the Deep, you should have kidnapped a dwarf! I may have seen a map or two of the Deep once or twice in my life, but that doesn’t mean I can tell you anything about where we are or where we might go.”

	“Ah…”

	“Master, do you feel Terra or Garnet’s bond remnants? At all?”

	“Not yet… However, it’s not like before. Before, it was like it was too far away to tell. Now, it’s more like a compass that is spinning around wildly. Something is blocking my ability.” I explained.

	There was a moment of silence, and then Pait spoke up. “Travel downriver.”

	“Hmm?”

	“What would flow down, right? So, if you travel downriver, you’d be heading more into the Deep.”

	“I see… thank you.”

	“Ehh… just find your girl.” Pait responded grumpily, but once we’re back on the surface, you’re going to owe me more than just a few good meals!”

	“Deal.”

	 


Chapter Twenty

	***

	I


	 was able to find several tunnels, so I selected the one the water was flowing toward. Whether this was the right direction or not, I couldn’t say, The luminescent algae didn’t exist uniformly across the Deep, so there were areas with light and areas without. As long as I had my Light spell, it was rather either to navigate through and didn’t feel much different from traveling in a dungeon.

	The landscape was unique though. There were mushrooms the size of trees, and there were various other plants of exotic and strange colorization. In short, it sounded like life. The Deep was its ecosystem, and unlike the dungeons which were relatively silent except for my party and the occasional mobs, this place was lively. I could hear the sounds of slithering, crunching, clicking, and even bird calls, although it was hard to say if there were any birds down here or if it was something else.

	The biggest problem being in this unfamiliar environment was that I didn’t know what was a threat. In a dungeon, it was fairly easy. If it was alive, it was likely to attack you. Down here, there was a lot of life, and some of it was hostile and some of it was not. I had to leave my Map and Sense Life up, looking for red. I wasn’t sure how this feature worked, but anything that seemed to wish me harm turned up as red, while allies were green and neutral life was yellow. Without this, I assuredly would have been having more trouble.

	That’s because a few things that had seemed harmless turned out to be hostile. There was a large and beautiful plant that had ended up in my path, and if it wasn’t glowing red, I might have walked right by it. I watched as strange over-sized mole-creature walked by, and then plant latched out and swallowed it whole. So, even the plants were dangerous in this place. I wanted to just throw some fire at it, but that worried me as well.

	Caves could be deceptively dangerous. There could be flammable gases that could ignite, plus the amount of oxygen was questionable. I didn’t think given my current constitution that I would be brought down easily by carbon dioxide poisoning, but I didn’t want to test it either, so I tried to remain as cautious as possible.

	Of course, even being mindful of the red dots didn’t stop me from being attacked eventually. The beast that came out at me looked like a hairless rat, except that it was the size of a small car. I was able to defeat it easily with a single swipe of my blade.

	That blade wasn’t Alysia. At that point, it had been only a short time before that she had been still acting as a drill. I didn’t want to wait a night for her to recover, so I had continued cautiously while she slept, using a spare blade. As I cleaned it, I noticed a bit of a rumbling sound.

	I glanced around, frowning. Something big was moving, and it was heading in my direction. I squinted into the darkness. One of the biggest problems with the Light skill was that it created a light circle around me, but beyond that circle was darkness, and the light prevented my eyes from ever adjusting to said darkness. An orb could spread light to an entire cave, although the lighting might be dim.

	Light was bright, but it only spread so far. Of course, the reason I remained on light is that it went only one way. If I used an orb in this dark world, then I would stick out like a sore thumb to everything down here.

	That said, I started to see various red lights appearing at the very edge of my light. I started to realize they were eyes, and those eyes belonged to none other than the kin of the naked rat thing I had just killed. There was a stampede of hundreds of them coming right at me!

	 


Chapter Twenty-one

	***

	I


	 had been thinking that the naked rat creature had been a bit easy, but like the insect levels in certain dungeons, their difficulty came in their numbers. They probably weren’t that easy. It was just that I was really strong. Alysia could cut through anything, and I had the strength, size, and stamina to be able to fight with many dangerous things.

	In the event of a stampede, I could flee or hold my ground. Since I was currently in a corridor and heading back would leave me losing half a day of movement, I decided to stand my ground.

	“Alysia!” I regrettably had to interrupt her rest.

	“Yes!” She seemed prepared to act anyway.

	She returned to my hand. I had let her rest after the long drill session, but since we had encountered an enemy that I couldn’t handle easily I’d need to depend on her again. This time, at least she could be in her more comfortable sword form. That’s that I thought, but the object in my hand wasn’t a sword, but the drill she had been using the last few days.

	“Wh-what’s this?”

	“Ah…s-sorry… I’ve been a drill for so long I forgot to change my form.”

	“Crap, they’re here, no time!”

	“Master, what do I do?”

	“Drill! Drill!”

	I braced myself slamming forward into the rat. The drill that had cut through miles of rock hadn’t dulled in the slightest. If anything, she was many times sharper and more decimating. She had plenty of time to perfect her form, creating the idea configuration that could dig through the hard earth like someone was cutting through butter. Suffice it to say that these naked rats didn’t have a chance compared to the chewing power of Alysia.

	As the first rat lunged forward, it tried to bite down on her tip. With those massive incisors, it might have had the ability to tear through rock or even cheaper swords, but not only was Alysia wasn’t just made better stuff, but she was also spinning too. In a moment, its teeth were destroyed and the drill continued onward. The head eventually exploded and the insides were ground to dust.

	We didn’t have a moment of rest before the next rats were on us. I realized that I didn’t have a choice. I had to go all out. I lunged forward, thrusting with the drill. Her blade chopped through rat after rat, turning them into splashes of flesh and blood. The lucky ones on the edges only had half their skin torn away by the passing drill. The rest were pulverized down the middle, becoming nothing but mush.

	I ended up accessing my store, dropping the Heat Immunity that no longer was needed, and picking up strength enhancements. I found myself shoving through a wave of flesh. Blood and guts flew everywhere, and the hallways had become mulch.

	When we finally pushed through the last rat, none of the surviving rats even dared to turn back to attack us. They fled the gory hallways as quickly as they came, and for a rare moment, it was like the Deep was silent, in shock of the slaughter that had just occurred.

	“M-master… am I unclean?” Alysia broke into tears.

	I had once shoved her up a troll’s buttocks and had to spend some time comforting her. It looks like I had put her through another traumatizing event. That was the setback of sentient blades, I guess.

	 


Chapter Twenty-two

	***

	{M


	aster Swordsman has increased to level 23.)

	{Magic Swordsman has increased to level 25.)

	{True Hero has increased to level 60.}

	{White Mage has increased to level 61.}

	Was it strange that my swordsman levels went up despite the fact I was using a drill? Probably. It had been some time since I was able to put on some levels naturally if leveling using a series of experience multipliers could be called natural. Lately, most of my leveling had come from using my skills passively. Although I didn’t always notice when something leveled, especially when I was busy with something else, technically every job gained experience every time you did something related to the job.

	That usually coincided with battle, but it allowed for things like leveling just by practicing a sword, even if you didn’t kill mobs. Certain jobs like Merchant could level just by buying a lot of things. That’s why my merchant was now level 23 despite me rarely equipping it. Linguist was another one that continued to go up and up as I read and communicated. It was now 18.

	Then there were jobs like Slave Master, Harem Master, and Pervert that seemed to just go up without any real reason.  I mean, it certainly wasn’t anything I did that got Pervert up to 32. Wasn’t that leveling a bit too exaggerated? It didn’t reflect on my character whatsoever. For that matter, Slave Master being at 72 and Harem Master being at 63 were also mistakes. This game was broken.

	My highest-level job at least made sense. It was True Dungeon Diver. Was there any doubt? My understanding of transversing dungeons was top-notch. I reequipped it after the battle was over, dropping White Mage after I made sure we were healed up. True Dungeon Diver was now at level 84. That was 84 skills, stat boosts, and spells aimed at helping someone conquer a dungeon. I wondered what would happen when it reached level 100. Even though leveling seemed to slow down the high level I was, if I completed any more dungeons, level 100 might not be too far away.

	Although, I had to recognize that if anyone else considered completing a dungeon as a proper way of gaining levels, the entire world would be broken. Yeah, ultimately, leveling up with mobs was still the best way to go about things. I continued, focusing on increasing my sword skill as I went. I had a feeling that I would need every level I could get. Although the girls had grown more powerful, and so I had I, I was beginning to realize it was a large world out there.

	The Deep was probably larger than Aberis, and Aberis wasn’t even the largest country on our continent. I was at a stage where I had grown just powerful enough to realize how much I lacked power. When I had first arrived in this world, I had considered a level 60 Knight to be the peak of this world. Now, it seemed like even the generals I envied were only mediocre when it came to the world stage.

	There are those with the power of blessings, those with the power of heroes, and those with the power of a dungeon core. You could have multiple jobs, and each job could be maxed to level 100. Someone who was truly a master in their field could have 400 levels dedicated to it, one hundred for each tier, but even that might not be their max strength. It was best to continue to grow stronger and not stagnant. Even once all of the girls were back and safe, I had a feeling there would still be future dangers. I had to be vigilant.

	 


Chapter Twenty-three

	***

	A


	 few days passed by as I descended more into the Deep. I had seen numerous odd creatures, and fought in several intense battles. I had even had to flee from time to time. The difficulty of the monsters could be hard to gauge and there was no steady progression. I could stumble across an extremely easy enemy that died in one blow, only for a bit later to meet an enemy that I had to escape from. Size and appearance didn’t always delineate the danger either.

	I had started making it a habit of using God and Devil Eye on new enemies so I could ascertain if I could defeat them. I was increasingly finding more and more monsters that weren’t worth the risk of fighting. I wasn’t in a dungeon, but it would be a real shame if I ended up in a battle to the death because I encountered an albino squirrel that was as fast as my eyes could see.

	I was starting to notice a pattern though. It seemed like one particularly difficult boss-like mob ruled over each area, and the rest of the monsters were weaker creatures that served as its food. In that case, it was more luck on whether I ran into that particular area’s boss. So much for getting breaks every five levels, and spending my nights in a safe room. I found that when I wanted to rest, it was best to depend on Alysia or Pait to remain as a guard. In that respect, I was glad that I had brought him.

	“We’re going to need to go about this differently,” I muttered to myself quietly.

	“What was that, Master?”

	On the second night in the Deep, I was eating something while sitting in a small out of the way area where I felt I was safe. At the very least, there was nothing red currently on my map.

	“The Deep is massive, right? Two days and I don’t feel any closer to finding Terra or Garnet. Without Garnet’s original maps, I have no clue where the deep dwarves even found their home. I had been hoping I would have seen signs of mining or something that would lead us there, but I guess I underestimated the Deep, or overestimated the deep dwarves.”

	“We just have to keep looking, Master.”

	“I fear we could keep looking for months and be no closer to learning their whereabouts.” I sighed. “We traveled straight down from a volcano not too far from Gram’s Passage. I’d have expected we’d end up pretty close to where Terra had sent the imager up the vent. Yet, I don’t know if we need to go down, to the side, or even up.”

	I was a mouse in a cage, and the trick of using the bond to track her still wasn’t working. I had allocated a month, but it could even be years I could search down here and find no trace of them. I had naturally tried again to reincarnate them, and received no response from their souls either. They had to still be alive. They just had to be!  

	 


Chapter Twenty-four

	***

	“I


	’m sorry.” Pait sighed. “I wish I had more information. The deep dwarves were a mysterious people. They came up to the surface suddenly without warning. They ended up coming into conflict with Esmore.”

	“I had heard they were all but wiped out, that was Esmore?”

	“It was all three countries, Esmore, Dioshin, and Osteria. This was naturally a long time ago before the Demon Lord Aberis conquered the south. The animalkin have always been fiercely territorial, so when the deep dwarves began to surface, they rejected them completely, even going so far as to collapse caves. Their murinekin are quite effective fighters in tunnels, and they were able to force the deep dwarves to retreat.

	“Naturally, the dwarves were mining and interpreted the deep dwarves as impeding on their territory. There had always been resentment and hatred toward deep dwarves, who had access to more precious metals, and richer mana veins. They often lorded it over the dwarves, or at least that how the dwarves saw it. Suffice it to say, they did not welcome them.”

	“What about Osteria?”

	“This was before the mass settlement of humans into Osterian lands, so it was mostly just Osterians, the giants of the plains. Osteria has always had a history of xenophobia. They wouldn’t have even allowed the humans to settle there if their numbers weren’t overbearing, and the Imperial Cloud Meadow too threatening. It was their resentment of humans taking the land that had caused them to join the Demon Lord Aberis’s side.”

	Although Aberis had only come into existence a mere twenty to thirty years prior, giving the impression that this entire country only had a history of a few decades, it seemed like there was a cause and effect that resounded through history. The Demon Lord Aberis had turned on his father Aberon. He fled south in the womb of Calypso, convinced her to betray one of the previous Bandit Hero’s, and use his power to set up a stage for his rebirth.

	Then, the Osterians, salty over humans migrating out of the Imperial Cloud Meadow into their plains, joined forces with the Demon Lord Aberis, who began a campaign to take over the south. His arm broke on the mountains of Esmore and the forests of Dioshin, and he was only finally destroyed by a coalition of the Hero King, the Princess Hero, and the Maid Hero,  who defeated him. Yet, he was able to invade the Princess Hero’s womb, and once again stoked Osterian resentment until two separate countries formed from the wreckage of Osteria, Aberis and the Ost Republic.

	It was strange how history all seemed to come together. Events happening in the north ended up changing events to the south forever. It was all connected across time and space.

	“All connected…” My eyes widened. “Of course.”

	“Deek?”

	“I’m so dense! I know how to find Garnet and Terra. Why didn’t I think of it sooner?”

	“How?” Pait narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

	“I need to learn the Deep’s history! I need to follow the lore.”

	“Deek, the records going back that far are limited. Maybe if we went to the dwarven city of Ossenheim, their great library might have some information…”

	“No! I mean here. I need to see the lore of the Deep, the memory still drifting in this place, I need to read the streams of mana…”

	“How?”

	“How else do you absorb large amounts of mana? You build a dungeon!”

	 


Chapter Twenty-five

	***

	A


	lthough this wasn’t necessarily proven, I believed that jobs worked much like the way heroes worked. A soul was a lore, the life story of a person. When a person became powerful enough, making enough connections with the world, with blessings, and with history, their soul became a sort of wondering curse, an incomplete lore looking for a new host that could help it change its fate.

	When a person’s knowledge, history, and beliefs aligned with the lore of a hero, then the mark of the hero fell upon them. They would steadily gain access to the lore, experience, and knowledge of everyone who possessed the mark before. Thus, these legacy heroes would periodically be born across the continent, living often extraordinary lives, which had the side-effect of ending tragically.

	If that was the case, then I reasoned that jobs were also a clump of lore that ultimately bound itself to human beings that met the basic requirements. Thus, the job granted the user the ability to acquire lore, experience, and knowledge which slowly unlocked as they leveled. That was the nature of the job system, and why it was often so redundant and seemingly random. In the end, it was just lore fragments from past blacksmiths. Of course, where there was only one legacy hero a generation, jobs seemed to be able to replicate endlessly.

	This lore could be grafted onto an object, like with Hero and Knight tokens, and granted to people who fulfill some arbitrary agreement. I’d need to find out one day how these were created, and if others could be made similarly. For most people though, they gained their jobs gradually, starting at the lowest tier. I liked to see jobs as having four tiers. When your history and experience reflect a job enough, it minds you and you begin to earn experience in the lowest tier. Through the process of unlocking the tier, you gain access to various skills.

	Eventually, once you’ve developed enough, another job, a more complicated and refined version of the previous job, attaches to your soul reflecting the next tier. This could happen four times before reaching the mastery of said job, refining to the very peak of a certain knowledge base. This wouldn’t necessarily make you the top of your field. There could still be a magician with mastery in multiple disciplines, or even potentially all of them. Would that open up the fifth tier? I had no clue. If there was such a tier, it’d be beyond mastery. What level would that be? Godhood?

	In the case of knowing about Dungeons, you had the Dungeon Diver, a job designed toward increasing survivability in a dungeon. Once you learn enough about the art of Dungeon Diving, or more specifically once you’ve been bound with a blessing, you meet the criteria for True Dungeon Diver. This job centers around understanding and becoming one with a dungeon. Once you become one with a Dungeon, you unlock Dungeon Master. This tier is based on controlling a dungeon. Finally, the final tier would be Dungeon Builder, the ability to create a dungeon.

	I didn’t learn them in this order. I learned True Dungeon Diver before I unlocked Dungeon Diver, and Dungeon Builder before I unlocked Dungeon Master. I was able to get Dungeon Builder early in the same way I was able to skip a lot of steps, by depending on the Dungeon Store. I ended up in a weird state where I built a dungeon, but my control over it wasn’t perfect because I lacked the Dungeon Master job. This led to Chalm nearly being destroyed upon my disappearance, but that was rectified thanks to Maid’s Lament, and I finally gained all four, although perhaps not up to the levels and experience they should be.

	The point being, it should be clear how difficult it was to become a Dungeon Builder, and how rare they must be. Since I was one, it was time to start taking advantage of it.

	 


Chapter Twenty-six

	***
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	aster, what are we doing here?’

	“We need a proper place to create our dungeon and effective seed. For that, I’m going to need a rich supply of mana, a clear and defensible position, and an appropriate guardian.”

	“A guardian?”

	“We’re going to have to take on one of those bosses.”

	“Weren’t you saying they are too much to handle?”

	“I did, and on top of that, it isn’t enough to just defeat it, we need to tame a monster and get it to give over its property and serve us.”

	“Yikes.”

	I nodded. “So, we need to find an enemy that I can defeat.  Thankfully, there is an area where I’m confident.”

	“I understand, so we need to find a woman boss.”

	“… what?”

	“Hmm? Master can definitely seduce a female boss!”

	“I was talking about the undead. I’m a White Mage. I’m effective against undead.”

	“… ooooh… so master needs an undead woman?”

	“It doesn’t need to be a woman!” I cried out helplessly.

	Sometimes, I seriously wondered what the girls were truly thinking when they thought about me. My White Mage spells made me exceptionally powerful against the undead. Where many of the bosses down here felt like they’d be difficult to handle, maybe even life-threatening, all I needed to do was find an area of undead, and the undead boss would likely be something I could take out.

	As for how I would find this monster type, I had a Dark Priest skill known as Detect Undead which I unlocked at level 16. Also, while wandering in the Deep, I had been testing out some other skills I had been ignoring up until now, and I found I could supplement Detect Undead with Dungeon Diver’s level 10 skill, Tracking. In the same way that Map could synchronize with Sense Life and Detect Treasure, Detect Undead could merge with Tracking.

	I was level 13 in Dungeon Diver, so it was lucky such a skill appeared, but then I noticed that Tracking had also appeared at level 25 as a Monster Tamer. Who knew how many other jobs had it? I could imagine finding it in Adventurer, and Lydia’s Scout. I began to realize the possibilities behind them. If I could merge Tracking with Detect skills, then I’d be able to find people extremely easily. I’d bet that was why Raissa was better than me at finding a treasure! She probably had Tracking and Detect Treasure.

	Either way, I should have been able to Track Terra and Garnet too. I realized that I had a skill called Harem Sense which was an even stronger connection than my broken Slave Bond. Even if Garnet didn’t qualify, Terra definitely did. It probably would have helped a bit knowing it existed while on Earth and chasing after Miki, but I had thousands of skills at this point so occasionally missing the potential purpose of some random skill happened from time to time. Since I had been able to more or less track them using the remnants of the Slave Bond, it wouldn’t have changed anything anyway. That said, there was no reason it should have combined with Tracking too. Yet, when I tried, nothing happened.

	It was clear that Terra and Garnet were specifically being impeded, where these undead mobs were not. Tracking didn’t work from that far away. You had to already be close, so my girls might have been just too far away. For example, it might have helped me find Shao, but Miki would have been too far away. However, Harem Sense worked at a much farther distance and possessed that intangibility similar to the Slave Bond, and even that connection was obscured. I could even vaguely sense the presence of my girls above, but for Terra and Garnet, I felt nothing. This was truly worrying.

	“Master, I was thinking, how many bosses have you tamed that were women?” While I was considering this, Alysia had been having her own thoughts.

	“I’m not looking for a female boss!”

	 


Chapter Twenty-seven

	***
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	f the other two criteria I had laid out from Alysia, only one of them was of particular importance. Once I had created a dungeon, I could rearrange the walls and create a more defensive formation. There might be a brief time of vulnerability, but if an area I was taking already belonged to the boss I was taming, there was no reason I would expect a sudden and swift attack from another boss. Until I started to breach another boss’s territory, it would just be business as usual for the Deep.  

	That said, the most important thing was mana, and the way I wanted to obtain that mana was by the discovery of a mana spring. That river I had nearly fallen in when I had first arrived here would be a primordial version of what I had in mind. Since then, I had traveled much lower into the Deep, and I was hoping I’d be able to find a richer mana spring running through a boss territory. That would be the ideal place to set up my dungeon. The spring would bring fresh mana into my dungeon, allowing it to grow quickly.

	Normally, once a dungeon was created, it’d take ten years to stabilize the first ten floors. Although not every dungeon fit the motif of having floors, the concept was still basically ingrained into every physical dungeon. The dungeon grew about one floor a year. A twenty-year dungeon was twenty floors. A thirty-year dungeon was thirty floors. There were naturally innumerable exceptions, but I liked to see them as the exceptions that proved the rule. Examples such as Matty who had been remaining lowkey by stifling his growth or Gram who had extended a single level into a massive passageway existed everywhere.

	For my dungeon, I had cheated by using a fairy spring. If I ignored all of the times that my dungeon was destroyed or damaged, it could be considered only a few months. Yet, despite being such a young dungeon, it probably was the size of a 30-floor dungeon. I didn’t know how many floors it had exactly at the moment. As the dungeon master, I should probably do a better job. I had mostly just left things to Astria and Elaya to play with. As two former dungeon masters, they seemed to know best.

	I did know it was growing very quickly though thanks to the god spring and Elaya’s tinkering which had increased its efficiency. A dungeon was typically a double-edged sword. The dungeon could give someone enormous power, but the miasma inside it would eventually corrupt and damage the person, causing them to lose their minds. This is why every dungeon wasn’t necessarily designed a cleverly as mine. Astria and Elaya were both crazed when they were dungeon masters, and it wasn’t until they were freed that they began to think more logically. At least, that’s how I saw it.

	I was curious about the so-called Dungeon Council. Was there some technique dungeon masters used to keep their sanity, or were they all insane? Then again, I’m sure some would suggest I was insane, so maybe I shouldn’t think about it so much in terms of crazy and lucid. As long as my decisions were smart, I’d continue successfully.

	What did this all mean?

	In the Deep, I had less than a month to build a dungeon large enough to map out the Deep and reveal where the dwarves had perished, and more importantly, to find Terra and Garnet. If they were somehow dead, and their souls were broken up and scattered in the wind, then I would take over the entire Deep, and suck every last remaining piece of lore belonging to them. The Deep would become a sacrifice designed to resurrect those that it dared to take from me!

	Ah… maybe being a dungeon master was getting to me a little. I would reflect on it after recovering Terra and Garnet.

	 


Chapter Twenty-eight

	***
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	eal Undead.” I raised my hand and cast, causing the movements of all of the dead in front of me to slow to nearly a stop. “Purify!”

	I had been fighting so many different enemies of late, I had nearly forgotten just how well built a White Mage was at fighting undead creatures. The priest seemed to be designed more for dealing with spirits, but everything a White Mage had weakened, restrained, or damaged undead in some way.

	I could use level 41’s Harm Undead to directly harm the enemy. I could stun the undead, seal their movements, sanctify the land so they were damaged every moment they were near me, and that’s when I didn’t go for directly healing them and causing massive damage.

	At level 50, I had unlocked Great Heal, the next evolution of Weak Heal, Moderate Heal, and Strong Heal. It could wipe out just about any undead in a single hit. At level 60, I had unlocked Mass Heal, which was a more powerful version of Group Heal Plus, which could decimate a population in moments. Of course, these spells consumed a ton of mana, even more than that of Resurrection. Mass Heal also took some time to cast.

	Then again, the simplest method was just to cut them down with Alysia. The armored undead was more trouble, but the vast majority had weak skin and her blade was able to cut through them with minimal effort. However, I could even sanctify water and make holy water, which I could then toss in their direction. There was no limit to how I could take care of these guys.

	If anything, I found fighting the undead to be a bit boring. It was good for leveling White Mage though.

	{White Mage has increased to level 63.}

	{You have unlocked Holy Glow.}

	I tried out Holy Glow to find that it was a spell that I could cast on myself. It caused me to emit a glowing light. The light could be used to see, but it also damaged all undead that it touched. I could hear a sizzling sound as they approached like they were being burned. A few weaker ones even cowered away from the light.

	It was a nice function, but here in the Deep, I found it typically safer not to emit any like of my own. The Light spell that created a game-like radius of light around me was preferable, even if it did occasionally blind me to enemies outside of the range of the light.

	“Are you noticing anything off about the recent undead we’ve been seeing?” My face twitched uncomfortably. 

	“They’re a bit small, aren’t they?” Alysia observed. “I’d say they were children, but those beards.”

	“Deep dwarves.” I nodded slowly, looking at the recent undead who had just crumbled to the floor.

	These guys were armored, but they had the bodies of young adults and massive beards on their faces. It was hard to see what color their hair had once been what with them being dead, but some of them appeared red or blonde.

	The biggest difference between deep dwarves and surface dwarves was that deep dwarves had paler skin, blond or red hair, and a more youthful appearance. Garnet herself appeared as a young woman under fifteen unless you looked carefully.

	“What does this mean?”

	“We must be close to the deep dwarves territory.” I declared.

	 


Chapter Twenty-nine
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	ust because there were deep dwarves didn’t mean that I was necessarily in their territory. It also wasn’t clear if Garnet and Terra were near the deep dwarves’ territory when they were taken. They had been on the run, and it wasn’t clear how long or how far they had gone. As for the dwarves, even an area near their territory could create such enemies. Although that assumed there was a dungeon present.

	I also was never exactly clear on when a dungeon generated undead and when a dungeon generated the actual product. In the case of the Twilight Dungeon, the human beings were all represented by skeletons and undead. Meanwhile, in the Bandit’s Respite, it was clear that human beings could be generated as dungeon mobs, and there was also Mina’s Dungeon, where the undead was a clear result of a necromancer at work.

	Perhaps the difference was that the humans died inside Bandit’s Respite, so their lore was registered while they were alive, and in the case of Twilight Dungeon, it was only their dead bodies that were absorbed. As for the demons, didn’t they spawn from the demon lord’s castle? It was possible Aberis used pieces of the demon lord’s castle to spawn Twilight, so it only made sense that the demons were their actual appearance, while the bodies of the battlefield were already dead before being consumed by the dungeon.

	In that case, did this prove that there was a dungeon involved? Was that dungeon the reason that the deep dwarves came to the surface? I wasn’t so naïve to believe that the deep dwarves came to the surface in some kind of power grab. It seemed like they had tried several attempts to breach the surface, only to be tossed back by Osteria, Esmore, and Dioshin each time. They were running from something.

	Was that the same something that now had Garnet and Terra? I didn’t know, but I had to do my best to save them regardless of the threat. For that, I needed lore. I needed information. The creatures of the Deep weren’t exactly full of words, but that didn’t mean the mana they contained might not have the answers I needed.

	We continued, fighting increasingly more deep dwarves. They came in many forms, from knights to commoners. Those that didn’t have beards were likely once women. There seemed to be less of them. Was this because it was the men who fought on the borders while allowing the women to reach the surface. It wasn’t hard to imagine what happened to those women, captured and slavery. Perhaps animalkin maintained such youthful appearances because they all had a bit of Deep Dwarf in their bloodline from sex slaves.

	Of course, the deep dwarves weren’t the only undead I faced. Various animals were undead, and also undead goblins, trolls, and various monsters of the deep. It didn’t matter much what form they came in because they all had the same weakness, my White Mage spells.

	“We should be getting close,” I predicted after finishing off another group of undead. “The boss will be close to hear.”

	“How do you know?” Alysia asked.

	“The mana is getting richer. It seems like wherever you are, mana makes the world turn around. Bosses will pick the place with the greatest mana to make their home.”

	 


Chapter Thirty

	***

	I


	t wasn’t just the mana became thicker, but the farther we went the enemies began to decrease. Normally, most mana creatures would be attracted to the place with the highest concentrations of mana. This is part of the reason mana springs were considered too dangerous. They had many advantages, but they also drew the eyes of those that might cause danger. I had been lucky that we had a dungeon built right on top of the mana spring, eating off of it and preventing it from showing up clearly.

	That changed recently, and I had heard that the wildlife had started getting bolder. However, this was happening concurrently with the Osterians reclaiming the forest and slaughtering anything that stood in their way. It was hard to say if that wasn’t causing the wildlife to act up too. In time, I would need to take care of the remaining dungeons and finally reclaim the wilderness for Aberis, but there were always more important things to do. Even Lord Reign, a clear enemy, was left alone for months, although I didn’t know how much autonomy he had left after Aberis was removed.

	Anyway, the fact that the undead avoided a mana-rich area suggested there was something that kept them from doing so. Just as the Osterians were holding back the wilderness, the boss of this area had to be keeping back the undead. This wasn’t a dungeon, so it wasn’t like the undead were all under the control of a boss. They were free-roaming creatures with their own goals. Like creatures traveled together, sure, but I was certain this boss wouldn’t hesitate to destroy any undead that got out of line. Ultimately, that was the only command structure down here.

	After walking for some time, we came to a mysterious set of large double doors. The walls were still that of tunnels and dirt, not some brick hallway, which made such a room especially suspicious.

	“The boss must be behind this door,” I concluded. “It likely knows we’re coming.”

	“I’m ready.” Alysia declared.

	“I’m not!” Pait growled.

	I ignored Pait and then moved up to the door. It had a large handle on it and seemed to open out, not into the room. I found the doors difficult to budge, so I put all of my strength into it. With a great heave, the door started to make a grinding sound. Ever so slowly it started to open, scraping across the ground loudly as it went. Even if the boss didn’t have some way of detecting me coming, he’d know I was here after listening to such a loud scraping noise.

	Once the door had opened a large enough crack, I stepped through into the room beyond, only to find thousands of eyes staring back at me. I was standing in a room filled from head to toe with zombies. Before this, I had encounter packs of 3-5. The largest was ten. Yet, crowded in this small space the size of a boss room was a literal horde of undead, and they were all staring right at me.

	The problem wasn’t being able to kill all of the zombies. The problem was that I was here to tame the dungeon boss. I was certain they were in this room, but when I used Detect Undead it detected only one massive signature. That was right, all of the undead were considered the same creature! A zombie horde moving with one mind. So much for the other zombies remaining distant from the boss. This fight was going to be tricky!

	 


Chapter Thirty-one

	***

	{Z


	ombie Queen’s Horde – An undead necromancer can become capable of controlling a horde of undead. They use them as an extension of their own body. Strengths: High Soul Attack Resistance, High Regeneration Weaknesses: Fire, Holy Magic}

	To get a quick bearing on what I was dealing with, I depended on God and Devil Eye. There wasn’t a lot of information, probably because I was ultimately looking at the horde, and not the actual creature. It’d be like identifying a Kraken’s tentacle and not the Kraken itself. However, it did tell me that I was correct. There was a Zombie Queen that was controlling the horde of zombies.

	They were a necromancer, not unlike the main boss of Mina’s dungeon, but they were undead. This seemed to give them the ability to use other undead, rather than like brain stooges, but as extensions of their own body. In other words, the queen just had to hide while it sent waves of enemies after me. I could wipe out the enemy rather easily, but if I let a fire spread the main body might be destroyed. The same thing could happen if I got too aggressive with white mage magic.

	Unfortunately, the horde was contained too many and was too hostile for me to play it safe either. After cutting a few down, they were always swarming to the point where I was in trouble. My back was to the doorway which had closed just as I entered, just like a boss room would. This was a trap built by the Zombie Queen to quickly consume any enemies passing by.

	“We’re trapped!” Alysia cried out.

	“What’s going on out there?” Pait demanded.

	“I’ll show you!”

	“Ahhh! Turn it off!”

	“Why do you keep asking if you’re not prepared to see?”

	“Why do you keep ending up in such scary circumstances?”

	Alysia and Pait arguing in my head wasn’t helping, but having traveled with five women in a party and used Slave Communication, I had grown extremely used to fighting monsters while listening to a lot of bickering. I studied the room quickly, trying to get a grasp of where we were. Beyond the undead, I could see columns, a hardwood floor, and various scones that were lit. Above me was a fancy chandelier, which immediately gave me the realization that this was some kind of ballroom or banquet hall.

	I had run out of time, a grouping of monsters reeling back to attack. My eyes focused on the chandelier. I jumped into the air just as five monsters jumped for me, narrowly dodging them. I jumped a second time pressing off a step I created and then leaped for the chandelier. When I hit the chandelier, it immediately swung back and forth, but it didn’t fall. Had it fallen, it would have been unfortunate, but the crash would have taken down some zombies and given me a bit of room either way.

	Up in the air, the zombies couldn’t catch me. With one arm, I looked down into the crowd below, looking for the so-called queen. Even if I couldn’t find her, I could take out the zombies one at a time until the crowds thinned out a bit. That’s what I was thinking, but the zombies immediately started getting on each other shoulders, creating a human tower to reach me.

	I had forgotten they weren’t normal undead, but they worked under a hive mind!

	 


Chapter Thirty-two

	***

	“M


	aster, we’re going to have to do something soon.” Alysia warned.

	The zombie tower was forming faster than humans could come up with such a thing. They really were moving like one item, and their target was me. I ignored the quickly rising tower though. As long as they were in the tower, then there was less undead below. That meant that the queen might be more visible.

	I zoomed my map closer to just this room, trying to find the spot where the zombie queen was standing. In most cases, the creature with the highest life force would be the boss. Even if the boss has spread out its lifeforce into its fellow zombies, given the appearance of a single entity, there would be a point where the force is strongest, and that point should be the zombie queen. That’s what I was counting on, but I failed to find it.

	“Master!”

	“I know!”

	I jumped off the chandelier just as the first zombie jumped onto it. As I kicked off, I send the chandelier to the side. The zombie holding it didn’t let go in time, and he ended up tilting the entire tower of zombies. The group spilled over, falling to the floor in a heap. I hit a wall, grabbing onto a high-up sconce that kept me out of the reach of the zombies. I didn’t have much time to breathe though, as, despite the fall, their recovery was almost instantaneous. A new group was forming to reach me, and I wasn’t as high up as I was with the chandelier, which was no swinging too wildly for me to risk jumping back to.

	“Master has the job Dark Priest, don’t you?”

	“What about it?” I asked.

	“Most Necromancers start as Dark Priests!”

	“Seriously? That makes a lot of sense. Ah… but my Dark Priest is only at level 23.”

	Dark Priest seemed to focus a lot on the dead. You could Steal Life, Detect Undead, Absorb Souls… all things that sound like they’d belong to a Necromancer.

	“Alright, even so, what is your plan?” I asked, looking back to see the zombies getting closer and closer to me.

	“Rather than attack them as undead you can easily override, how about fighting them on a Necromancer’s terms. Try to take over the horde. Strip them of their power!”

	“I’m a bit disadvantaged there…” I admitted. “If I fought that way, I’d be fighting in their home territory, so to speak. I’m not a Necromancer, so even if I have some ability, they’d have more.”

	“True… but you also have dozens of jobs, and the dungeon store, a high level of mana, not to mention your god soul. You were able to create my bodies form even as an Apprentice Blacksmith-”

	“With the help of a Master!” I corrected.

	“There is a Master here! Remember when we fought on those cliffs? Even though I was your enemy, you bought your time and learned from me. Even though I was stronger than you, you were able to defeat me using my strength against me. Lately, you may have been stronger than everything you fought, but you didn’t reach this point without continuously fighting at a disadvantage. This will be no different than what you used to do!”

	I immediately realized that she was right. I had started to get a bit too comfortable with my strength. I was starting to get a bit cocky. I recalled a time I used to have to be extremely cautious and was continually fighting with my life on the line. I had grown so used to things coming easily that I had nearly forgotten that.

	“Alysia… I’m glad you’re by my side.”

	“Master…”

	“Alysia…”

	“The zombies!” Pait’s voice cried out as on grabbed my foot.

	“Right! Then, Absorb!”

	 


Chapter Thirty-three

	***

	H


	ow strong was an enemy? For most people, you took the highest level they were at, and that was a good estimate of how powerful they were. As levels increased, so did the power, and that power tended to rise exponentially. The difference between a level 59 and a 60 was nearly as great as the distance between a level 1 and a level 5. However, the highest level wasn’t the only indicator of a person’s ability. Someone could have multiple jobs and higher tier jobs, both of which could make them even stronger.

	Thus, as someone grew stronger, it was hard to tell who would when in a fight. It depended on the skills they had access to, and the skills they were proficient in. For example, I had a large degree of skills, but some skills I could barely use, while others I could use as naturally as possible.

	To fit with my theory that jobs were a fragment of memetic lore, an equipped job was lore directly touching your soul. For reasons I didn’t understand, the knowledge that job offered could only be accessed one at a time unless you could equip extra jobs. The more I touched upon a job while earning experience, the job would educate me, and I’d understand that job. I’d use my access to the job to gain a better understanding of it, gaining access to new pieces of lore, while the job would slowly be remembered by me, incorporating the spells and skills until they were a natural part of my existence.

	Thus, your soul was refined by the presence of a job, and the job likely earned the ability to self-replicate, spreading its knowledge to more people of a similar temperament. In that way, it was a symbiotic relationship.

	Thus, it stood to reason as a person grew, your ability to succeed wasn’t based just on what jobs you had or how many, but how you were able to absorb the information and how it refined your soul. When it came to my soul, I was as powerful as they came. Although the horde might have had a strong resistance to soul attacks, that was only a relative thing.

	I used Absorb on that first enemy that grabbed me, and since I was connected to the horde and the zombie queen, my absorption pulled on all of their life force. It let out a scream and let go of me as desperately as it could. However, I had already slid a piece of Karma into it, thanks to Mimic. Using darkness control, I used my power to take control of the zombie. The queen had pulled back on her connection to keep from having her soul force sucked out, and as a result the zombie easily succumbed.

	I didn’t know why, but the eyes that were originally black started to glow blue as the zombie came under my control. The zombie also became a point in which I could spread my karmic infection. All of the zombies that were still holding up my zombie were at risk. I began to quickly spread my infection, using my darkness control to spread around a plague of dominance. One after another, the zombies began to turn blue. Those that still belonged to the queen immediately retreated, avoiding contact with the contaminated zombies. In only a few moments, the zombies had turned into two groups.

	“Well isn’t that interesting…” I lifted a finger and pointed at the enemy horde. “Invade!”

	 


Chapter Thirty-four

	***
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	y horde moved forward, and the queen’s horde had no choice but to fight back or risk being invaded. As soon as a zombie grabbed another, I tried to send out my karmic infection, but I was surprised to feel some kind of resistance. It looked like there was a limit to my takeover. As I took over more zombies, my soul power was spread out into controlling them, making my overall strength weaker. Meanwhile, every zombie she lost allowed her to condense her soul power, increasing her strength.

	We reached a standstill where I couldn’t force my karmic infection forward anymore without risking losing some zombies to her attacks. Yes, she had attacked as well and managed to reconquer several of the zombies I had acquired before I could reason out how she was blocking them. It became a delicate balance of power as we fought for control of the horde. While this was happening, the hordes were battling each other, and this is where my disadvantage truly showed.

	An undead necromancer was far more suited for controlling undead than I was, so when it came to her game, I was only able to conquer about 1/3rd of the zombies, leaving her the majority. On top of that, my zombies were the only mindless drones I could send out with orders. It was clear the difference between a necromancer and an undead necromancer, as her side all moved with technique, purpose, and strategy to quickly subdue one undead after another.

	I had to come up with a new strategy, as I’d be overwhelmed shortly if things kept going in this direction. If I was going to continue to fight the zombie on their terms, I had to use my advantages to change the situation in my favor. What was my greatest advantage in a battle of the souls? Wasn’t that the god soul? How could I use my god soul to fight the enemy?

	As I considered this, I realized that I had been using purely karma and miasma in this fight. I was using darkness against darkness. However, the undead was extremely vulnerable to white mage magic and healing magic. What would happen if I injected my mana into the zombies too? I had a god soul, and that unique disposition had, from time to time, allowed me to give a certain degree of protection to my allies. Usually, it was protection in the case of them not being hurt by miasma, but what if I protected them from mana?

	I decided it was worth a shot. I began to infuse mana into the zombies under my control. The blue light in their eyes turned brighter and whiter and I felt like I was infusing them with strength. Rather than be harmed by the white magic, they were able to absorb it cleanly. Considering they were just bodies with no souls other than what I gave them, that made sense.

	I waited patiently for an opportunity, leading one of my zombies vulnerable while the other took on a defensive ring to protect me. Since the other zombies were smarter and faster, I had been on the defensive since we reached the point that I could no longer steal more zombies. Yet, I made it seem like I had to sacrifice some to keep the defensive line. The queen jumped on this, trying to snatch her zombies back. I felt the darkness invade them, but as soon as it reached their mana enclaved souls, I heard a small scream.

	“Chance!”

	That scream came from none other than the Queen. I now knew where she was hiding.

	 


Chapter Thirty-five

	***

	I


	 had some concern that the zombie queen was hiding in another room, but I didn’t believe that she did. Rather, she was hiding deep within the crowd of zombies, using them to protect herself. As soon as she touched the light trap, she had been injured directly and let out a cry. I immediately took the opportunity, sending all of the hordes toward her, and then leaping up. My eyes turned to pinpricks as I scanned for anything that might be them.

	In reality, I had no clue what I was looking for. What did a zombie queen look like? It theoretically could look like any of those down there. I also wasn’t above finding out the zombie queen was a guy. I had already been fooled with bandit kings, so I wasn’t going to assume sex at this point. However, I was focusing on searching for a girl.

	I was imagining a zombified version of Elaya, bloodied, rotten, and missing chunks of flesh. I should point out that this look didn’t appeal to me in the slightest. I had experienced the undead many times since coming to this world, and I had never met an attractive undead. A few ghosts could be cute, but never the undead.

	My eyes caught just a flash of silver hair.  “That’s it!”

	I didn’t know why I was certain of it, but when I saw the hint of someone hiding in the crowd, I knew it was them. With a roar, I kicked off a midair step and then slammed into the zombies below.

	“Don’t hit her!”

	“Y-yes!”

	It probably wasn’t a fair request on Alysia, but I was also trying to avoid hitting her. Just in case, I wanted Alysia there as backup. This boss would end up being the seed I’d use to build my dungeon. Frankly, the idea of a zombie queen interested me quite a bit. Their ability to control a large horde made their potential as a boss extremely alluring. It meant that they could directly control the creatures in the dungeon.

	Usually, a boss only could control the dungeon so far, and the dungeon itself could respond too in ways counter to the boss. This created a lot of limitations. For example, once a monster left the dungeon, it was free from the dungeon’s control. This put the dungeon in a hard spot where they are expending energy in the hopes that it will pay them back, usually by protecting them, as Mina’s Dungeon had done once.

	However, if the zombie horde could be controlled directly by the boss, it might be possible to send them out to capture and bring back other creatures for harvest. In short, I could create a means of dungeon production using a zombie horde.

	With that thought in my mind, I realized I had to catch this boss alive and tame it immediately. Any other boss would potentially be too difficult, and likely wouldn’t be able to help me fulfill my goals as efficiently as a zombie queen.

	I chopped through a dozen zombies, and as soon as I saw that silver hair again, I reached out and snatched them. The zombies naturally reacted, lunging toward me, but I pushed off, ripping them out of the crowd of zombies.

	“Gotcha!” I cried out, leaping up into the air and activating my monster taming skills. “You’re mine now! Submit to me-ahhh!”

	In my arms was a little girl, perhaps no older than ten. She looked up at me with terror-filled eyes, and then she burst out into tears wailing. The zombie queen was a little girl… and I made her cry.

	 


Chapter Thirty-six

	***
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	cary! Meanie! Jerk! Baka!” The little girl was punching my chest while crying.

	My exuberance and excitement and been instantly dashed. See, this was why the naming of this world was a joke. This was supposed to be a zombie queen, not a zombie toddler. Even when I had prepared myself, I hadn’t prepared for this. I was standing on the chandelier once again while holding a loli who was throwing abusive language at me.

	Her hair was silver and her eyes were red. Her skin was white, paler than even Miki. Other than that, nothing would indicate that she was a zombie. Other than being a bit cold to the touch, she had no indicator that she was some powerful boss from the Deep.

	I had been preparing myself for a backlash after grabbing her, but the backlash ended up being her crying and pounding on my chest. Somehow, this felt worse than if she had used some kind of ultimate weapon. As for the zombies below, they were all looking up at her, but they had stopped their attack and weren’t trying to save her either.

	“Oi… stop hitting me.”

	“Bully! Dummy! Tall fleshy human!”

	“Will you stop!” I tried to cover her mouth in irritation.

	What? It wasn’t like she needed to breathe or something.

	Chomp!

	She bit my hand. I was fortunate that I had a strong disease resistance. She didn’t even get through the skin. Besides, this wasn’t one of those situations were being bit by a zombie made you turn into a zombie. Although, she was a zombie queen. Just to be sure, I cast Cure Disease and then tried to pull her off. She didn’t come off.

	“Hey! Let go!”

	She looked up at me, but her eyebrows lowered in a challenge. Her teeth remained unmoved. I shook my hand, but her head went with my hand. I let go of her. Once she fell, I was planning to grab her again, but the fright of falling twenty feet would show her. Yet… her body didn’t move. She hung there, not even using her feet or hands, her teeth still clamped on my hand.

	“Hey! Get off! Get off my hand! Get off my hand!”

	“Grrrr… Grreee… Ggmmmm…” She growled as she hung from my hand.

	Her jaw strength was shockingly powerful. “Alysia!”

	I lifted my hand. If she didn’t want to come off, I’d chop her off. Rather than the feel of a hilt, I felt a hand grabbing mine. I looked up to see Alysia had materialized her human form. She raised an eyebrow at me, and I couldn’t help but blush slightly. Maybe I was getting a bit carried away.

	The zombie queen glanced at Alysia with interest, but when I tried to pull my hand away, her eyes darted back to me and she growled again. Was this a zombie queen or was this a dog? I had already attempted Relax on the girl several times, but she didn’t let go at all. This is why slaves were better. I could just use Enslavement on her. Then, I could make her do whatever I want.

	What? I wasn’t the bad guy here! She started it!

	 


Chapter Thirty-seven
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	mmm… she is stuck on there.” Pait rubbed his chin as he looked at the little monster on my hand.

	“My hand is throbbing! Moderate Heal!” I sighed, healing myself even while I was still being bit.

	“We could try cutting it off.” Pait offered.

	“I already tried that, Alysia wouldn’t let me.”

	“I meant you hand.”

	“Absolutely not!”

	“Can you heal a missing limb yet? I heard there are top tier healers in the Imperial Cloud Meadow with that ability.”

	“No…” I responded. “And I will not cut it off now, hoping my next level will drop that skill either. I might have been fortunate in the past unlocking skills as I needed them, but my hand isn’t a risk I’m willing to take.”

	Just for good measure, I made my position on losing limbs perfectly clear. I wasn’t exactly clear on how dangerous limb loss was in this world. In theory, you should be able to die, and when you were resurrected, you’d return with all of your limbs, but that meant you had to go through the experience of dying, which gave your soul trauma every time. It also wasn’t just dying, as you’d need to annihilate the body so that it was recreated.

	If your soul was the lore of you as a person, then it was possible that losing a limb was an integrated part of your lore. What was a pirate without his hook and eyepatch? In the event your body was destroyed, your soul would recreate your body. I was once resurrected in the body of a female because of this. My current appearance was different too. If I lost a hand, and my lack of a hand became an integrated part of my lore, then I wouldn’t resurrect with my hand back. That was my impression of how it all worked.

	While it was true that if someone became extremely ill or suffered an ongoing sickness that heals didn’t fix, death and resurrection could be an answer. In a world where bodily diseases could be cured with a spell, it turned out most diseases that mattered were the kind that would damage the soul, mana, or the connection between the soul, mana, and your body. Like with Miki, resurrection wouldn’t have been able to cure her in the long run, because the damage to her body was being done by the soul. Without learning spiritualist, she would have inevitably died.

	To summarize it, I absolutely under no circumstances was going to chop off my hand because of this little feral beast, and risk the chance of becoming the one-handed hero or the stump hero or something like that. We needed to come up with another solution.

	I had pulled the zombie queen into my soul world, and her zombies had all gone dormant, standing vacant-eyed. However, I had found that I couldn’t pull her into my world without entering it myself, and when we appeared, her teeth were clamped into my hand. When I returned to the real world… her teeth were still clamped into my hand. I also attempted phase-shift… and this also didn’t work.

	There was only one other time when I experienced such a thing. It was when Demon Lord Aberis had grabbed my throat. He had locked me into place, keeping me from using Return, and my only choice had been to cut off a piece of my soul to escape. However, this wasn’t a powerful demon seeking my life, but a loli who was latched onto my hand!
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	y cousin used to be a biter.” Dav randomly spoke up. “To curb his biting, my aunt started giving him gum bark to chew on. He was too busy chewing, his chances to bite seemed to diminish.”

	It turned out that Pait’s maid came in with a potential solution. “Very well, hmm… what does a zombie eat? Isn’t that human flesh? Is she trying to eat me?”

	Although I declared this, the little girl was still looking up at me defiantly, but wasn’t chewing or anything else. She had just clamped down and continued to bite down hard. Even the thought of cutting off the area bit and not the entire hand caused me to squirm. I probably wouldn’t do well if it was a zombie apocalypse situation. I’d be one of the first to turn.

	I had Alysia go to my cupboard and bring back some dried meat I had brought. I knew there were ways to come up with some kind of refrigeration system in my inventory. Maybe I could just make a mountain, and the top would be cold. Or, I could go underground and make a wine cellar. If I finished the electrical system, I could get a refrigerator going. I had brought one from Earth, but I wasn’t exactly knowledgeable about wiring. Thankfully, I had books and when I had the time, I’d figure it out. If only this world had electrical engineer or construction worker lore floating around.

	“Here you go… some meat… some yummy meat.” I declared, shaking it near her face after Alysia had brought it back.

	“It probably needs to be fresh.” Pait offered.

	“I see…” I turned to Alysia. “Could you?”

	“I-I guess…”

	I ended up sending Alysia out with a blade of her own. She used to be a general, a dungeon diver, and an Osterian Princess. She wasn’t weak by any sense of the word. Since my hand was out of commission, she left my soul world and went to hunt for something to eat. The Deep may be composed of many monsters, but they weren’t built into dungeons, so when they died, they didn’t turn back into miasma and get reused by the dungeon.

	 Dungeons had an intricate system of recycling miasma, which is why they could keep growing even though dungeon divers pillaged from them. It was theorized that item drops were merely a way that dungeons bribed dungeon divers to stop. If their pockets were filled with useless crap, they would have to turn back and not be able to keep going deeper where they might cost the dungeon more later on. However, the Deep was an ecosystem instead. When a creature died, the only option was for a new one to be born. We were probably upsetting such an ecosystem, but I would not worry about that.

	The door that had shut behind us was still closed, so I had to make a portal to help Alysia escape. At least I could still make Portals to anywhere I had walked in the Deep so far. I sent her to an area where I recalled a small and rather unaggressive monster, and she returned with a Deep Rabbit a short time later.

	I lifted the fresh meat, still dripping with blood. The zombie girl’s eyes turned to it with interest. For a second, I had hope. Then she turned her head away, yanking my hand with it.

	“Ow…” I sighed.

	“Maybe you need to cook it?” Dav offered.

	This was going to take a while.
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	f there was one thing that I was confident about, it was my ability to cook delicious meals. Since the scent of raw meat did nothing for the zombie, then perhaps cooking it with spices would work. I only had one hand, so it was difficult, but I did my best to create the finished roast rabbit I could. The fat was melting off the stick, dripping into the fire below with little sizzling sounds.

	I could feel the girl salivating against my poor hand, so I was growing more confident that this would work. That’s when I noticed the faces of everyone else present gulping and nearly drooling over themselves. I let out a sigh. Somehow, I had volunteered to cook for everyone.

	{Cook has increased to level 25.}

	{Your cooking has reached another level, you’ve unlocked the job Chef.}

	{You have unlocked the skill, Improved Taste.}

	Although I had put no particular time into Cook, I still had my experience multiplier that times things by ten. Every time I cooked was like a normal person cooking the same thing ten times. In fact, my speed might be faster than that because I also had Advance Learning up several tiers. I wasn’t certain how Advance Learning played a part in experience, but it helped you become better with skills, master them quicker, and ultimately earn the next job tier.

	As luck would have it, I seemed to have just reached the 2nd tier of cooking, Chef. Ahh… Faeyna would not be pleased about that. Perhaps with her Maid Hero open, she’d also be earning experience quicker and her cooking would level up as well. What was Improved Taste? Did my food just become better tasting because I was a Chef now? I felt bad for all cooks in the world.

	However, when I tested out a bite, my eyes widened. Improved Tastebuds! I could detect far more flavor. Rather, I could easily separate the six types of flavors and more easily understand what was missing. It was more than that. I was detecting other flavors, flavors that existed outside of the range of the human tongue, but influenced taste in ways that humans couldn’t even understand, like in the ways ultraviolet and infrared light could affect a person even though they couldn’t see them. That was seriously a skill I didn’t even know I wanted until I got it.

	“Ggggrrrr…”

	I had been focused on my findings when such a growl sounded out. I looked up to see Alysia blushing. I dished out the food quickly, holding up the best piece for the zombie.

	“Nmmm!” She looked away.

	Even though she was drooling enough, and my hand was getting wet, this was rejected. Alysia was staring at the meat in my hand, having already devoured her own. It was just a small rabbit split four ways, after all. I handed her the rabbit, suddenly losing my appetite. Feeling a bit frustrated, I reached into a cabinet and pulled out my stress food, a candy bar. I tried to limit how many I bought so I wouldn’t end up fat again, but sometimes I just needed sugar. I took a bite and closed my eyes, trying to think if I really would have to cut off my hand.

	“Ah!”

	I blinked, looking down to see the zombie had let go of my hand.

	“What?”

	“Ah! Ah!” She pointed at her mouth.

	Her eyes flickered to thing in my hand, like an expectant dog waiting for a treat? I blinked, looking at the candy bar with a single bite out of it. I slowly broke off a piece and then popped it in her mouth. She immediately started chewing. She ate it quick though, and immediately at another piece.

	“Ah! Ah!” She declared again, her mouth open.

	I popped off another piece, but then stopped half way to her mouth. “Your promise not to bite me again?”

	She nodded, and I gave her the piece. She ate it, and then looked longingly at the bar, although she didn’t ask for more.

	“If I give you more candy… will you let me be your Master?”

	The girl thought about it for a second, and then she nodded.

	{You have tamed the monster, zombie queen.}

	{Dark Priest has increased to level 25.}

	{For seducing the undead, you have unlocked the job, Necromancer.}

	“Just like that?”

	 


Chapter Forty

	***

	I


	 didn’t feel good about the reasoning behind getting my new job. What did it mean by seducing? All I had done was give candy to a child to bribe them into a lifetime of servitude. Okay, you know what? Seducing is fine. I’ll take it.

	Since it didn’t give her a name, that meant that if I named her, she’d be more powerful. Before I did that, I knew I’d need to tame her further. I realized that even taming a monster came in levels. Tamed monsters weren’t like slaves. They didn’t have to listen to you, and they could act defiantly or in their best interest. However, when it came between slavery, which was forced compliance and taming… I knew which one didn’t weigh on my heart as heavily.

	That’s not to say I didn’t force many people into slavery, but that was usually done at their request. They gave up their freedom in exchange for the power it gave them. For some, it was done with a desire to be closer and more intimate, while for others it was done to be given a chance at being saved. Either way, I didn’t think I’d ever enslave a person I truly believe was against it. I wasn’t that bad.

	As for this girl here, it was hard to say. I brought out a few more candy bars and continued to try to get some more information out of her.

	“The mana in this room is a bit lower than I was expecting. Do you know a place that has more mana?”

	She nodded, but then a second later she shook her head, a bit of fear appearing on her face.

	“You know a place, but it’s scary and you don’t want to go?”

	After a moment of hesitation, she guiltily nodded.

	I had realized once subduing her and her goblins that this boss room didn’t reach the level I had been hoping for. Would this make her closer to a mini-boss, a level boss? Her strength was like a trapdoor spider. She entrenched her horde into a small place and waited for something to wander in. The horde pounced, and then she quickly consumed it. It turned out she was quite a bit weaker than I had originally feared, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t useful. I could train her up, and with her ability to control the undead, I still felt that she would make a good boss.

	“I understand. I know you don’t want to go there, but I must do so. It is my intention on using that source to create a dungeon.” I explained.

	Her face flashed in panic, and she shook her head. I went to further explain that this was non-negotiable, but she then grabbed my hand. I followed where she tugged, feeling only a little awkward as she pulled me through the crowd of undead. After the battle was over, I gave her back her zombies, but I noticed now that all of them had a blue tinge in their eyes as if my control had someone merged with hers. I felt like I could control them through her, that is to say, I could make them do things without asking her first.

	“Where’s she taking us?” Alysia asked curiously.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted.

	We only went to the back of the boss’ room, where another door opened into a small closet space. Looking at the sheets on the ground, I realized that this small room was her bedroom. She slept in here while her zombies stood ever vigilant outside. There was even a stuffed animal, but it was so old and decayed it was impossible to tell what it once was.

	As I was surveying the filthy room, she pointed up. I raised my eyes and was surprised by what I saw.

	“It’s a mural.” Alysia declared.

	 


Chapter Forty-one

	***

	M


	ost safe rooms were large enough for ten to twenty people, but this room was much smaller. However, I noticed an area that might have once been a transportation array too. This was one of a dungeon’s safe rooms. That means the room behind me had indeed been a boss room. That would mean that this entire place was once a dungeon.

	This wasn’t the dungeon known as the Deep. This was a dungeon that formed after the Deep died. It was created within the corpse of the Deep, much like Maid’s Lament grew from my dungeon, and my dungeon was recreated from Maid’s Lament. This would have been a much small dungeon, perhaps only lasting twenty years or so.

	The mural had decayed heavily, not unlike Terra’s Dungeon had thanks to the lack of mana. I could only make a single image. The image was of a little girl she was standing next to a man with a crown on his head. The king was holding her hand, the pair of them smiling. The king had a beard and was otherwise quite short. That was when I started to put two and two together.

	“This dungeon… was formed after the fall of the deep dwarves,” I explained.

	The girl nodded.

	“You’re a deep dwarf, or you’re once a deep dwarf. Your father was the king of the deep dwarves?”

	After another moment of hesitation, she nodded again.

	“Was this the home of the deep dwarves?”

	She shook her head as a no.

	“Where is it?”

	She looked like she was trying hard to remember, and after a moment she pointed down.

	“Deeper…” I sighed. “So… what… this was the place of a great battle?”

	She opened her mouth, closed it, and then wiggled her hand. It told me kind of.

	“They… were running… and something caught them and this is where they fell trying to escape.”

	She winced, but then she nodded.

	“Your father… was he the dungeon master for this place?”

	She nodded again. I ended up learning quite a bit just with this. It didn’t do much more than confirm a lot of what I already knew. The deep dwarves encountered something and fled. It looked like a large batch of them was caught here where they died. The rest made it to the surface, where they didn’t have a good time of it either. They were scattered, rejected, and enslaved. They exploited those they could for their blacksmith knowledge, and the rest died out. It was to the point where this was only the second deep dwarf I had ever seen, and she was already dead!

	If it was her father who was in charge, she seemed afraid of him. It was hard to predict the mind of a product of a former dungeon. It was even harder after the dungeon was gone and they were on their own. They ended up developing their own life independent of the lore that once constrained them. I wasn’t sure when the dungeon collapsed. 

	I only had one more question for her. “Have you seen any more of these murals? Do you know where they are?”

	She seemed surprised by the question, but she did nod.

	“Can you take me there?”

	 


Chapter Forty-two

	***

	T


	hankfully, the zombie queen was more willing to take me to the location of the other murals than the boss room that contained her father. It seemed like her territory was on the outskirts of his territory, although given the desiccated and broken state of the dungeon, it was difficult to tell what form this dungeon took. It was all sort of just mixed into the great Labyrinth that was the Deep.

	I was afraid that I’d have to travel with a hundred zombies trailing behind, but the zombie queen seemed to trust me after I gave it candy. No, wasn’t that too trusting? Well, I wasn’t complaining that this was all easier. She grabbed my hand, and I followed her down the paths. She moved faster than I had on my own, confident in the path she was going.

	Whether it was her aura as a boss or her ability to control the undead, we seemed to be mostly left alone as we walked from one corridor to the next. The corridors all took on a similar aesthetic, which I guessed was the aesthetic of the original dungeon. It seemed to be a series of eloquent and well-lit hallways. Perhaps it was taken after the castle of the Deep King. Well, they were underground, so I wasn’t sure if the castle was the right name. It might just be a few corridors and fancy rooms apart from the rest of the Deep.

	After about an hour of walking, she introduced me to the second safe room. It was a similar size to the first. There had been something living in it, but it had scattered before we arrived there. The zombie queen’s ability to intimidate other monsters was very useful. I rather wished I had that same ability. I wondered if I worked on leveling Necromancer, I’d eventually get such an ability.

	This mural had a bit more of it intact. It showed dwarves fighting something, although that something appeared to be black. They were black forms, almost reflections. Were they shadows? Something in the darkness… that’s what her video had claimed. Also, someone had once returned from an expedition talking about the darkness. Just what had they found down there.

	I checked the transportation relay, which was more intact than the last one, but I found it couldn’t be activated or registered at all. We left that room and continued. For the rest of the day, I let her take me around. We ended up visiting four murals. By the end, she ended up having me carry her while she pointed out each way. I had also gone through almost half my supply of candy. If I kept using this to bribe her, I’d have to come up with an alternative source of candy or start cutting things down significantly.

	One mural was destroyed to where I wasn’t able to make out anything, but the other three painted a picture. There was a mural of a happy and prosperous Kingdom. Then there were shadows and running and screaming. The last image seemed to be the king holding back the darkness while his daughter ran.

	If I was making a guess, I’d say that the unfinished story came from the daughter who tried to flee the darkness. Her father never knew if she had made it, leaving his story incomplete and unsatisfied. Little did he realize she hadn’t made it, or maybe she had, and this was only a clone of her. Either way, if I wanted to resolve this dungeon curse, united the daughter and her father might do it. However, that dungeon curse was already dead, and the lore is broken. There was nothing to cure, no blessing to be had.

	All that was left was the remnants of hate and fear left over from the king as he made his last stand. It was him I would have to destroy to begin my dungeon.

	 


Chapter Forty-three

	***

	“L


	ittle… uh, zombie queen, we need to face and defeat him.” I explained in as polite a way as I could.

	It was the next morning, and I was getting ready to make my next move. Until I got my dungeon built, I wouldn’t be able to learn much. Those pieces of lore had been interesting, but they were severely lacking, and a little kid definitely wouldn’t be able to help me find my girls. At my words, terror-filled her face, and she shook her head aggressively.

	“Until he’s defeated, we’re not going to be able to expand at all.”

	She looked up at me tearfully. As much as I hated to admit it, it was difficult to command her to do anything. She had such a helpless expression on her face that you just wanted to protect her. Were all monsters this difficult? Selena often acted the same way, but her manipulative tendencies seemed to sway me a lot less than this girl, even if they were a lot alike in different ways.

	“I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to go after another boss. I have an advantage against… well… let’s just say I’m confident when facing your father. Even if I could find another boss, I would not be able to defeat them.”

	That was the bitter truth of it. The Deep hosted some rather powerful mobs. Even playing to my strengths, could be a challenge. However, based on my ability to take on the zombie queen, I believed I’d be able to take on her father. I wouldn’t be trying to tame him and use him. Rather, it was the mana he was sitting on top of that I wanted. If I included the zombie queen in that battle, then the fight might not even be necessary. I had hoped that the king might still have some awareness and surrender because of his daughter. I wasn’t intending to tame him, but if it happened, I wouldn’t reject it.

	Unfortunately, the zombie queen harbored some trauma and seemed afraid to approach him. It made this whole thing difficult. My words seemed to not convince her, as she still turned her head away in defiance.

	“I will be going with or without you.” I finally declared. “You can come with me or stay behind.”

	I ended the conversation with that, getting up and walking away. Her hand reached out as I walked away, but she didn’t say anything, and eventually curled up in a ball. I walked over to the Pait and Dav, who were outside of my soul world for a bit since we were currently in a safe place, protected by a literal horde of undead.

	“We’re going?” Paid asked.

	“You want to come?” I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “I figured you might want to stay behind where it is safe.”

	He looked around, covering himself and shivering. “I told you before. In the best of times, I don’t like the underground. Being surrounded by the undead is not what I consider a good time. Besides, if you die, our chances of making it back to the surface are almost none. I might as well stay in that fancy place of yours. If I’m being honest, I had rather needed a vacation, and getting to relax in a warm cottage and read has been quite nice.”

	Dav nodded. “I’ve been also quite happy getting to spend time alone with… ah… in a cottage.”

	I had a feeling she was going to say spending time with Pait. He didn’t seem aware of it at all. Why was Pait so oblivious to her true feelings? Should I push them along a bit?

	As I put them back in my soul world, I felt a tug on my shirt and glanced to the side to see the little girl there.

	“What is it?”

	She gave a single nod, not looking at me while holding my arm.

	“You’re willing to go?”

	She gave another nod, her cheeks turning red. I gave a breath of relief. It seems like she had changed her mind, although it was anyone’s guess why.

	 


Chapter Forty-four

	***

	I


	 had already formed a good idea where the final boss room was even if the zombie queen didn’t tell me. By letting her take me to each of the former safe rooms, I was able to map out the former dungeon. Although its structure as a former dungeon was broke quite a bit, I was still able to approximate things. It was kind of difficult because at first, the rooms appeared to be strewn around randomly. That was when I realized that the entire dungeon was built as a spiral disk.

	It was a combination of the horizontal and vertical dungeons I had seen in the past. One spread deeper like roots digging into the Earth, while the other spread out wider like the rings of a tree. This one had seemingly grown a single path that wrapped around the center like a spiral. Each ring around denoted the passage of time and growth. The only area we had avoided was the center of this spiral. That had to be where the remaining dungeon boss resided.

	“Are we ready?” I asked the zombie queen.

	She gave a thumbs-up, and I looked back behind her to see nearly a hundred undead lined up like soldiers. My greatest challenge would be to avoid hurting them as collateral damage, but with a hint of my mana flowing through them, they should be protected against my strongest attacks.

	I raised my hand, and then lowered it out, and we began our march. Even when it was just the zombie queen and me, all of the enemies made scarce. Now that we were moving with a small army, there wasn’t another peep.

	Our group moved on through the halls at a steady pace. The zombie queen looked frightened still and was clinging to my shirt, but I was confident in our ability to face him. I had strength against the undead, and I also had the army. Of course, there was the possibility that he had an army too, and possibly a bigger one, but I wouldn’t hesitate to destroy it with impunity, and when it came to this battle, I wouldn’t risk it.

	The marching took about four hours before we came to a set of double doors that reminded me of the boss rooms of old. Even down here in the Deep, it seemed like dungeons never changed. Well, there was the difference. There was no safe room and the dungeon doors were closed. Usually, there would be a room before the boss room, and the doors would be wide open, inviting us to our doom.

	The area in front of the doors was a wide-open space, almost like the safe room, and had been blown away in some kind of fight. This was also why the level-like nature of the dungeon was obscured. Levels had broken into other levels. We might have had to march another 8 hours if there weren’t breaks in the walls and collapsed sections allowing us to progress faster than the original spiral intended.

	“It’s time,” I spoke ominously, raising my foot and kicking open the door.

	They cracked open in a way like they might fall off of their hinges at any moment. The group of us began to march forward, heading into the dimly-lit boss room beyond.

	 


Chapter Forty-five

	***

	U


	nlike the room that the zombie queen had chosen as her own, this one had a much darker feel to it, making it a bit more difficult to see. I was relieved when I determined that it wasn’t filled with zombies. Another horde versus horde battle would have been annoying. I let the zombies flood in first, and then I entered the room. The zombie queen was shaking, holding the back of my shirt nervously.

	The doors behind us snapped shut, and silence prevailed as the zombies spread out across the room. My eyes darted around the room, looking for the king. The room itself didn’t have the appearance of a banquet. It didn’t have the appearance of life at all. Lines of coffins filled the walls. I was a bit worried zombies might pop out of those at an inopportune time. This place had the feel of a tomb. It was old, rotting, with a feeling of darkness.

	The mana seemed to be resonating at the end of the room, behind a throne. That was when I finally noticed him and I nearly jumped. The boss had been exactly where one would expect, sitting on a throne at the end of the room. Yet, he had remained so motionless that I had barely noticed him.

	He was a short man with a crown on his head. His hair was red, with a massive beard spilling down his chest. He was wearing armor, and in his hand was a large sword, although night as big as Alysia. His eyes were closed, and the remarkable part of him was that he didn’t show any signs of being undead. He looked to be a young man. If he shaved the beard, he might have been in his twenties. His skin wasn’t pale, and other than a sheen of dust over him giving him a grey look, he looked perfectly healthy.  

	“Master…” Alysia cautioned.

	His eyes snapped open and his mouth moved slowly, speaking in an ancient-sounding voice. “Adventurer… why have you disturbed my sanctuary.”

	“I’m looking for people that matter to me,” I responded. “I need to make use of that mana your holding.”

	“Mana? Heh… so you’re just another parasite.” He sighed. “And I allowed you in hoping that you might be the one.”

	“The one?”

	“The one who can end the deep dwarves’ curse. To free us from the darkness. I’ve only been able to hold it back for… how long has it been? I can no longer count. My dungeon has died keeping it at bay, and I’ve given everything I have. Soon, I will be destroyed, and there will be nothing keeping it from the surface. Tell me, boy, do the surface dwellers know? My people, are they safe?”

	“Know wha-” I stopped myself just as I said that. “Your people made it to the surface safely.”

	“So, you rejected them… and sealed your fate.”

	“How did you-”

	“Read the lore of your soul? It isn’t hard. Some things are on the surface, clear as day.” He shrugged, his voice holding no emotion. “Your soul is interesting though. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Regrettably, you would fail. The darkness inside you would consume you. Reading your story may provide me some interest though.”

	“I’m happy to tell you my tale” I responded. “And perhaps I could help you.”

	The more I talked to him, the more uneasy I felt. There was something I didn’t know, a piece to the puzzle I hadn’t learned. I had hoped that bringing his daughter back to him would do something, and yet he hadn’t glanced at her once.

	“Help me?” He let out a dry laugh. “Yes, you will help me. You will die, and your power will help sustain me for a few more years. Perhaps another adventurer will come pure of heart. You do not qualify.”

	“Don’t qualify? How do you know that?”

	“I can feel your thirst for power. You came to the Deep like all the others, looking for the lost wealth of people. I can feel it coming off of you.”

	“I already said I was here to save my friends…”

	“Perhaps that is true, but so is the first statement. You came down here to steal from the deep dwarves, just as you came to gain power.”

	“I came at the behest of the deep dwarves, I brought you your daughter, she…”

	“She’s not my daughter!” This is the first time anger flashed on his face. “She’s but an abomination! A shadow created to mock me.”

	The girl hid behind me even more, whimpering.

	“It’s good you brought her to me though. I couldn’t bring myself to kill her without knowing my daughter’s true fate. Once the dungeon collapsed, I no longer could easily reach her. Since I now know my daughter must have died fleeing to the surface, I can finally destroy this abomination and use her energy to continue my battle. It’s time to die!”

	 


Chapter Forty-six

	***

	“A


	ttack!” Although the king hadn’t moved from his chair yet, he gave off a pressure that made me think a first strike was better.

	The undead swarmed forward onto the dwarf king, but no sooner had they reached his chair than he lifted his hand. With a wave, the zombies near him turned to dust. I could see the miasma being wrenched out of them. The zombie queen cried, pulling back her control. However, the wave of destruction didn’t end there.

	In a spreading wave, zombie after zombie collapsed into a pile of ash. I could see what was happening. The king was using absorb, but his absorb was on a completely different level. Even with my protections, he was able to completely reduce zombie after zombie to ash. The zombie queen tried to turn the zombies around, having them retreat, but it didn’t matter. His absorption was growing even stronger.

	“Fine, absorb this!”

	I lifted my hand and cast a Strong Heal. It struck him, causing his body to glow white. He stiffened for a second, and then his eyes opened.

	“Harm Undead!” I followed it up by another attack.

	His body glowed red for a moment, but he showed no distress on his face. A small grin formed on his face, and it was at that point I began to realize what was going on.

	“Y-you’re not undead?”

	“No… I’m not.” He chuckled. “And I’m not some slave to a dungeon either. I was once King Diorite, Lord of the deep dwarves. I stayed behind to protect my people. For untold years I have remained here, sustaining on the strength of a dungeon to long outlive my years. I tried to keep the darkness from spreading to the surface. In repayment, it seems like the surface-dwellers murdered my race, and have not prepared for the dangers beneath. Hehe… I suppose it makes things easy now.”

	“Please… stop killing them!” A voice came out, surprising me.

	The zombie queen had spoken. She hadn’t said a single word since I had tamed her, but as the zombies fell one after another, she had a pure look of panic on her face.

	“These were once proud citizens of my empire. You’ve perverted them by bringing back their corpses as undead.

	“They’re family!” She cried, tears running down her face.

	“You have no family!” He stood up and roared. “You’re a monster created by my dungeon by accident, and you’ve done nothing but create more monsters.”

	Seeing him shouting at her, tears falling down her face, something inside me seemed to snap.

	“Shut up!” I snarled.

	“And you… a Monster Tamer? With White Mage? An odd combination…” The dwarf was still destroying zombies, none even having a chance of getting close.

	“She’s not a monster. She’s just a scared little girl!” I growled. “She was the image of your daughter.”

	“She is an abomination!”

	“You’re the only abomination here! If you can’t even see that your daughter is right in front of you, then maybe I’ll have to show you.” I reached out and summoned Alysium to my hand.

	“I see how it is. You may have found some way to hide them, but I see those curses all over your body.” His eyes darkened. “I was interested in this soul that was half miasma, but it’s clear now your mind is already been lost to darkness.”

	“And you’re a senile fool!” I kicked off the ground, beginning my assault.

	 


Chapter Forty-seven

	***

	M


	y blade sliced through him. I had managed to cut him in two. The blade went through remarkably easy.

	“To your right!”

	I brought Alysia over just as a hammer slammed into her. The force was incredible, and it came from a side I didn’t expect, causing me to fly back. I had cut his afterimage?

	“I may be old… but I’m still enough to take care of some selfish punk like you!” He chuckled.

	His body appeared in front of me, and that pressure from before magnified many times. After moving, all of the dust that had been coating him had been left behind. His beard shown red, his skin was bright and pink, and he looked extremely lively. His armor shined a silver color, and it seemed to be made of something far better than the steel from the surface. His ax was similarly made of some miraculous alloy. As I was appraising him, he was looking me over as well.

	“The blade of yours isn’t half bad. It’s nothing compared to a good Deep Dwarf blade, but it’s not bad for being able to receive a hit from Fjord here.”

	“M-master… his strike… it hurt,” Alysia warned.

	Typical strikes were fine for Alysia, but a strike that caused her pain was a strike I worried about. That was to say that this was a weapon that had the potential to seriously hurt her. Yet, I knew I couldn’t put her away and use a lesser blade. Nothing else I had would hold up to even a single strike from this guy’s hammer.

	“What are you trying to accomplish?” I demanded. “I’m trying to help you.”

	“Hehe… that’s rich. Aren’t you the one to attack me? Well, I am using Provoke on you, so I can’t blame you.”

	“Provoke…”

	I knew what such an ability was, but I had never seen it used before. That was why I had attacked him so suddenly. That was a terrifying ability. I had the ability Fear which I had used once or twice, which was kind of the opposite of that. Would someone with enough skills be able to completely control someone else?

	“Puppets…” I breathed.

	His eyebrows raised. “Oh? You’ve noticed? My daughter used to love the plays I put on with puppets. I never thought that the dungeon would turn that into some undead creature that made puppets out of our deceased relatives.”

	I shook my head. That’s not what I had meant. Rather, I had just remembered something from a long time ago. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but I knew enough to know we were at a disadvantage, so I had to try it.

	“You never answered my question.” I decided it was better to keep him talking. “What is your goal?”

	“Since I am the last of the deep dwarves, I supposed there is no point holding my ground.” He waved his hand, and a glowing orb appeared in it. “This is what is left of my dungeon. I sealed the core away when it became too weak to keep the dungeon going. Now, it only maintains the wall that holds him back. I suppose I can absorb what mana is left, bring down the wall, and give him one final strike. Yes… go out in a blaze of glory. I like the sound of that.”

	“You’re not the last Deep Dwarf. That’s why I came down here. To save one…” I explained as I moved into position, giving the zombie queen my orders.

	“Your sweet words won’t sway me! You’re a corrupt soul twisted by dungeons. Attack me, and break yourself upon my hammer!”

	“Ahhh!” I felt another pang of anger.

	I lunged forward in another attack. He braced himself to receive a swipe. He wanted to swing his hammer and break Alysia. The thing he didn’t realize was that Alysia had her mind.

	“Do it!” Alysia pulled to the side, dragging me with her.

	Even if I was provoked, Alysia had some autonomy of her own. I came to the side, causing him a bit of surprise. As he turned to face me, he didn’t see another person slip in from behind. The zombie queen got her hands on him.

	“Curse of the Zombie!”

	 


Chapter Forty-eight

	***

	O


	nce, in what felt like an eternity ago, Lydia and I had reached the boss room of Mina’s Dungeon. We had faced a Necromancer who had used the curse of the zombie to turn Lydia undead. He used her undead status not only to gain control of her but also to keep me from being able to heal and help her. As a white mage, I had never felt more helpless than at that moment.

	I realized that the zombie queen likely could cast such a curse too. The dwarf king might be a boss, which is why I felt that direct contact was needed if we wanted any hope of the curse working. To my relief, his skin changed color, and the signs of the undead curse overtook him. He was now temporarily undead. Since he didn’t show me a weakness I could exploit, I decided to create the weakness instead.

	“Strong Heal!” I cast as I jumped back so that he couldn’t hit me with his hammer.

	The spell took him and he shook slightly. He should have been taking on a bunch of damage right now. Furthermore, as soon as he was under the curse, the zombie queen could use her puppet abilities. Even if she couldn’t seal his movements, she could slow him down. For a few moments, everything was working out properly.

	However, the stunned expression on his face quickly melted into anger. He let out a roar and slammed down his hammer at the zombie queen. She jumped away, but a massive pressure wave erupted out, catching her and flinging her away anyway.

	“Harm Undead! Sanctify Land. Seal Undead!” I started rolling off spell after spell, taking advantage of the situation to trap him and damage him.

	The shockwave from his strike hit me, but I managed to stand my ground. However, before I could throw out any more spells, his body erupted in movement. The Seal Undead was broken in an instant, and he appeared in front of the zombie queen, furious rage on his face. My heart sank, and this time I attacked without being provoked. He pulled her head and feat, ripping her in half, even as I slammed my blade into him. He ignored the clear strike.

	“You bastard!” I cursed.

	“Hahahaha!” He laughed, chucking the girl away like she was trash. “The advantage of being undead… you can’t kill me so easily!”

	He grabbed Alysia who was still inside him. I tried to yank her free, but he wouldn’t let me pull her blade out.

	“Let go!”

	“Now… how shall I repay you?” He grinned.

	“Alysia!”

	I called her, causing her body to turn into light. When I saw the subtle change in his expression, I realized that was the moment he was waiting for. As Alysia was returning to my hand, he lunged forward with his hammer. I didn’t have time to react before it slammed into my chest. It was unbelievably hard. I had suffered damage many times in my journey through dungeons, but the sound of my sternum cracking echoed through my ears.

	The blow was so intense that I felt my jaw crack, and as I flew back and slammed into the wall, I knew things were bad. I had delivered him a single direct strike, but he had used that to do the same to me. Between the two of us, I valued life more, so he had taken advantage of that.

	“Moderate heal…” Blood fell out of my mouth.

	I could use stronger heals, but they would also take longer to cast. Unfortunately, the amount of healing was only enough to get passed my shocked nervous system and allow me to feel the intense pain. My consciousness started to wane as King Diorite moved toward me with a dark and slightly crazed look.

	I had thought myself power at this point. Even if I got into trouble, I could get myself out of it in an instant. That’s what I believed. I knew the Hero King Aberis was more powerful than me, but I had thought after all my upgrades if I had encountered him again, we’d probably be on even footing. It was only at this moment I realized just how powerful a king could be. They were far more than I had imagined.

	“Master!” Alysia appeared, turning back into her human form and wielding a blade from my soul world.

	She raced at King Diorite in a desperate attack.

	“Hmph… swords!” He made a fist, and her body for some reason shifted back into a sword, clattering to the ground alongside the other one.

	He stopped over me, looking down at me with pitiless eyes. “Goodbye, young fool. If it makes you feel any better, once I consume your soul, I will use it for a good cause. I might even buy your surface another twenty years with what I’m about to do. As for your story, it ends here! Absorb!”

	As my life energy started to be pulled from me, I lost consciousness.

	 


Chapter Forty-nine

	***

	M


	y eyes slowly fluttered open. I was still in a lot of pain, which was good. It meant that I was alive. I was also still in the dungeon. That was less good. I looked around the room to see that it was in much the state that it had been before I passed out.

	“M-master…”

	I looked over and winced to see the zombie queen. She was still missing half her body, so just her upper torso had crawled over to me. She was still alive though. I hesitantly put my hand out and patted her head. There were a lot of broken bones. If I had an HP bar, it probably would have been flashing red. I attempted to cast heal, and immediately found I couldn’t do so. I couldn’t access my mana at all.

	“You’re probably looking for this.” A melancholy voice sounded out.

	I looked to see the dwarf king sitting in his throne room. In his hand was a glowing orb which he held casually. The orb was different from the dungeon orb. Besides being rather large, it also had a certain darkness to it, which swirled around ominously with the white light. I didn’t know how, but I was able to recognize it immediately. It was my soul.

	“Wh-what?”

	“Your soul is an interesting thing. You’ve built an actual soul world? At your age? One could imagine what potential you’d have.”

	“Wha… why have you kept me alive?” I changed what I was going to ask.

	“I… changed my mind.” He responded. “Given your situation, I’ve decided to give you a chance. Let’s call it a test.”

	“A-a test?”

	“I will be sending you someplace. Someplace past the barrier. I will send you into the abyss.”

	“What is the abyss?” I asked, sitting up painfully.

	“The abyss is a place that no one returns. The abyss is where he resides… and where the grave of my nation remains.”

	“Why-why would I go?”

	“Many reasons.” He snorted. “The first reason is that I’ll kill you if you don’t. The second is that I have your soul in my possession, which includes the lives of your friends. That’s right… that sword soul and those two Esmere are trapped in your soul world until I let them free.”

	I stared hard at the soul in his hands, but no amount of willingness seemed to be able to bring it back.

	“And what am I supposed to do in the abyss?”

	“Escape…” He responded.

	I raised an eyebrow. “Escape?”

	“Once I realized you had a soul stone, I took the initiative to peruse your inventory. I saw that soul stone of yours. Those two friends… got too close to my barrier and were sucked into the abyss. The fact they were even able to get a message out, that was commendable.”

	“You’re going to let me rescue my friends?” Even saying it seemed hard to believe.

	“I’m not letting you do anything. I’m ordering you to rescue them.” He frowned. “You will bring them back alive, or you will die. I will give you one week to return. If you fail, then I will use your soul to ignite the barrier, and blow the entire Deep to hell as I had originally planned.”

	 


Chapter Fifty

	***

	“I


	 mean no offense, but if I go down in this situation, I will die.” I coughed, grabbing at my side.

	The zombie queen had lowered her head, clinging to me tightly. She wasn’t dead, and she didn’t appear to be in any physical pain. As far as emotional pain, she had an extremely defeated look. I had been the one to bring her there, where the closest thing she had to a father, both in the fact that she was loosely based on his daughter and also in the sense that he had created the dungeon that ultimately created her, had ended up rejecting her completely.

	King Diorite finally lifted his eyes and looked at me directly. He then touched the orb. A stream of light seemed to peel out of it, and he started writing in the air. Golden light formed text in front of him. He wrote with his finger a few lines, and then with a gesture, the letters came flying at me. I couldn’t have blocked or dodged it if I wanted to. The text touched my skin, and then I felt a burning sensation. I had come to get used to the feeling of a blessing attaching itself to my soul. This had a similar feel, although it was many times worse.

	I could only shake violently as pain racked my body. Thankfully, it was over in a short amount of time. As soon as if finished, I noticed something different about my body. It was mana! I could access my mana again. I immediately began throwing healing spell after healing spell on myself. There was a surge of pain as bones cracked back into place and my body restored itself. However, I didn’t stop until I was back to normal. When I was done, I was panting. King Diorite had continued to watch me.

	“I will be keeping your soul, but I’ve created a connection between your soul and your body. You will be able to use your mana, your skills, and even your dungeon blessings. However, you won’t be able to access your soul world. As for your sword… heh, you can use the weapon, but the soul remains with me.”

	“I’m stronger with her by my side.” I panted.

	“You’ll have… that thing…” He gave the zombie queen a look. “Besides, she’ll be able to lead the way. The knowledge is in her head.”

	With a grunt, I worked my way to my feet. My destination was the zombie queen’s legs. I grabbed them and pulled them over to the girl, who remaining lying with her head down, slouched next to where I had been. I used several monster tamer skills. After taming her and naming Selena, my Monster Tamer was up to level 55. With that, I had Heal Monster, Monster Restore, and Monster Regeneration. That last one was just a passive skill like my own regeneration. My monsters regenerated faster than untamed monsters.

	Either way, I was happy to see I could get her body back together, or maybe it was a talent any zombie could do and it had nothing to do with my healing. After I fixed her, the pair of us stood up and I faced the king once again. The zombie queen grabbed the back of my shirt and hid behind me, avoiding the dwarf’s dark stare.

	“If you have a barrier up, will I be able to return?”

	“When you get close… I will open a place for you.” He responded.

	“And when I succeed, you’ll give me back my soul?”

	“We’ll see… once you’ve succeeded.” He waved his hand, and a portal opened. “Go, get out of my sight.”

	He was able to create portals too. Once I took a step-through, then that meant I’d be in the abyss. However, I didn’t seem to have any choice here. This was the price of overestimating myself. I reached out and took the zombie queen’s hand, and then we stepped through the portal.

	 


Chapter Fifty-one

	***

	K


	ing Diorite had left me a lot to think about. He was originally going to kill me, and then he suddenly changed his mind. That alone was already extremely suspicious. I couldn’t imagine what had changed all of a sudden where he’d let me go. Also, his sudden test for me was extremely suspicious. He wanted me to go to someplace within the Deep called the Abyss, where he suddenly wanted me to rescue my girls.

	This is what I wanted as well, so I wasn’t going to fight him. Once I had Terra and Garnet by my side, maybe I could have a chance against him. It was probably too much to hope for. I didn’t want to bring them into any danger either, although it sounded like they were already in a lot of trouble. Either way, I looked at it, I didn’t have any choice. Until the situation changed, I was just going to have to do my best.

	Once stepping through the portal, I was prepared for anything, but I found myself entering a passageway that wasn’t much different than the passageways I had been traveling through prior. There was the distinct feel of a pathway. The tunnels weren’t rough or random but had flat walls and tight corners that suggested this area was mined out deliberately to function as a pathway through the Deep. I looked to my side to see the zombie queen there, holding me tightly.

	“If we’re going to survive, I’m going to need to name you,” I said.

	Originally, I wasn’t sure how far I’d end up going with this little girl by my side. She seemed too innocent and needing to be protected. I had originally felt this was a ruse. Her innocence hid her dangerous nature. That was true, but there was also a vulnerable side to her. After taming her, I knew that I would have to take responsibility for her. When I had seen her ripped in half, the sight of it had disturbed me greatly.

	The girl cocked her head slightly and then gave a nod. She neither looked excited nor unhappy. It was mostly saying that I could do whatever I wanted. Other than those few lines she had said to the dwarf king, she had not spoken since. I thought about things for a few moments. Garnet and Diorite were both names of stones. Even Garnet’s previous name was Rubee. It would probably make sense to name her after a stone as well.

	“How about… Pearl?” I asked.

	She immediately made a face, sticking out her tongue?

	“Oh, how about Amethyst?”

	She thought about it for a moment, scrunching up her nose, and then shook it.

	“Opal?” She shook her head.

	“Really? I thought I had one there.” I sighed, trying to think about it more.

	When I had named Selena earlier, it had come almost naturally. Maybe I was doing things wrong. Maybe I needed to come with her name while considering the Naming skill. Maybe the name did not come from my mind but came from an impression of the girl.

	“How about… Sapphire?”

	As soon as I said it, there was a flash of light that erupted from her. It was blinding in the dark corridor. I felt my mana surging forth, although I suppose it was coming from someplace a distance away. I hoped that connection wouldn’t weaken the deeper we got. If it was anything like a slave bond or my Slave Communication, I’d have a problem.

	{You have named your tamed monster, Sapphire the zombie queen.}

	 


Chapter Fifty-two

	***

	A


	fter naming Sapphire, I opened my map to find a completely unmapped area. It was more than that though. My mana wasn’t able to penetrate far, even straight down the corridor. My mana distance was similar to when I first unlocked the Map skill a long time before. At the time, I hadn’t known Map used some kind of 6th sense, as I hadn’t developed my mana sense yet, but my draw distance would have been similar. It felt blinding to the current me, especially given how dangerous this place supposedly was.

	“This is the abyss, huh?”

	Sapphire nodded silently, her hand tightening on the back of my shirt. I put her into a party with me, and then I cast light. Just like the Map, the light distance seemed to be smaller. It was like the darkness was pushing against the aura of light around me. If it wasn’t for this odd atmosphere, I would have said this place was no different than the rest of the Deep, but as was, I could feel the danger.

	“King Diorite said that you would know the way?”

	She gave another nod. However, she didn’t lead the way. Instead, she just pushed gently on my back. I started to walk forward, and she followed behind. I had been using her horde as a shield, but unless we found some more undead, she’d be rather useless. On top of that, even if the abyss had undead creatures, those that were outside of her control seemed to extensively avoid her. It was like they could sense she was dangerous to them and tried to avoid her as a result.

	Thus, our opportunity for her to recruit was nonexistent. I could only move forward into the dark while she pushed me from behind. Although, the farther we went, the more I grew concerned. It wasn’t just the undead we couldn’t find. There didn’t appear to be any monsters. When he spoke of the Abyss, I had been thinking of a place filled with dark and dangerous creatures, but we didn’t hear a peep. It was deathly quiet, like walking through a grave.

	Out of curiosity, I activated my Temperature Gauge, giving me heat vision. I couldn’t see anything past the light. It wasn’t just infinite darkness, but infinite coldness as well.

	“Sapphire… I probably should have asked this sooner, but what happened to the deep dwarves? What were you guys running from? What is King Diorite holding back?”

	I kept walking, but I felt my shirt being pulled. Sapphire had stopped in her place. I looked back at her. She looked reluctant, but after a long moment of silence, her mouth opened.

	“Darkness.”

	I waited for her to continue, but she pushed my shirt again, and I finally started walking once again. That seemed like all I was getting out of her. Terra and Garnet had said something about the darkness in that video. The king had also said something that I could recall. He had said my mind was lost to darkness. The farther we walked, did the darkness seem to be closing in? I swore the light distance had shrunk a bit since we had started. It was almost like the darkness was weighing down on us… like it wasted to consume us.

	Of course, I was just letting my imagination get the better of me. I let out a soft chuckle, but unlike in the hallways before, there was no echo. The darkness swallowed all noise.

	 


Chapter Fifty-three

	***

	A


	s we continued to move down the hallways of darkness, the environment began to change. The dark stony hallways started to take on a more crystalline structure. I also started to feel the heat. The underground was generally a chilly temperature. It wasn’t cold enough to bother me in armor, but if I had water splash on me, I could imagine it getting pretty chilly. That said, even tunneling down into the Deep didn’t seem to change the temperature.

	After having walked through along these corridors for a week, I immediately noticed the temperature change. Using Temperature Gauge, I could see the heat increasing, but I couldn’t see any specific source. As I was investigating this, I noticed we came to a massive archway made out of stone. It seemed purely decorative, with various carvings on it. I looked at the carvings, but I wasn’t able to make out any of them. It was like they had been scoured away.

	It was more than that. The rock had various pocks in it like it was being dissolved. Given an environment free of wind and rain, I couldn’t believe that this would take that much damage, even after a long time. There wasn’t exactly acid rain down here, so what exactly was eating away at it? Was it the same thing that was eating away at my light and mana?

	“Home.” As I was examining the arch, Sapphire said that single word.

	I only nodded silently. Although I couldn’t make out who was carved into that arch, I was certain that it would have been dwarves and dwarf-related images. This had to be the home of the deep dwarves. We had reached their city.

	I wasn’t sure how extensive the deep dwarf settlements were. There could be mushroom farms, villages, and bases all over the Deep. The place where we had encountered the king might have been some fort they had escaped to. I regrettably didn’t know, and since my plan to digest the Deep had fallen through, it was hard to say if I’d ever find those answers that had been lost to time. Still, given that I had been dealing with the king, I had a feeling he had sent me to their largest city, the one that would contain his seat of power.

	“He said you’d know where to go, but I don’t need to go to the city. I need to find Garnet and Terra. Do you know where they are?” I asked wryly, not expecting an answer.

	To my surprise, Sapphire cocked her head for a moment and then nodded. She knew where they were? Was it because they were undead? That thought worried me, but something told me that wasn’t it. I wanted to ask her a lot of questions, but it didn’t feel like the best time to start overloading her with questions. We were heading toward the girls. That was all that was important. As for escape, I would worry about that later.

	“Come on.” I gestured.

	The pair of us passed under the archway and entered the abandoned city of the deep dwarves.

	 


Chapter Fifty-four

	***

	T


	he city was completely empty. Clusters of gems or various collars sparkled. The deep dwarf planted clusters of gemstones and crystals like someone would plant flowers. One home had a line of ruby red crystal clusters lying on the street leading to their house. Another Had a crystal hanging from the ceiling like a chandelier that had grown in place.

	I had also found the source of heat. There were streams of lava, which came out like fountains and ran down into drains beneath the earth. They gave off an eerie red glow, but I could only see it when they were within range of my Light. The lava gave off a lot of heat, which told me I had been right when I hypothesized the deep dwarves had a natural heat resistance. I had accessed my dungeon store and active some of my resistance. I only needed to be at Heat Resistant to be comfortable walking up to the molten rock. Sapphire followed me and didn’t seem to be bothered by the heat either.

	The place was as beautiful as Garnet has said, but there was something off about it. I had been bothered about something for a while, and I was only just starting to grasp what it was. Everything was too pristine. The archway had been completely decayed, but these buildings and all of the fixtures were perfectly fine. Was the city somehow protected where the archway was not? I considered that for a bit, but then I thought of another possibility.

	What if it wasn’t the stone that was being eaten away? What if it was the images themselves? It wasn’t like acid rain at all. Something had deliberately eaten away at the archway. Why had it done that? I continued to walk along the empty streets, trying to see what was off about the city. The deep dwarf city was already so foreign to me that I could find a hundred things about it that felt off, so finding what was missing was difficult.

	However, when I was passing by a shop with a sign on it, I froze. The sign was made of stone, and it hung precariously out over the street. It was completely unremarkable, but I had just noticed what was off. There was no text on it. There was no image and no text. It was a sign that hung there for seemingly no reason, not to explain why it existed.

	That’s what the city had been missing. There wasn’t a single piece of writing. There wasn’t anything that indicated any kind of information. There was something that had eaten away at all of the words and pictures. Not just those… where were the bodies? There were no monsters, sure… but shouldn’t there be skeletons? dwarves ran and died, and yet there wasn’t a single corpse. Whatever had dissolved the people had also dissolved the statues.

	“Lore…” My eyes popped open.

	It wasn’t words, images, or even people. It was lore. A horrifying event that wiped out the deep dwarves would have created enough resentment and corruption to easily create a dungeon, if not a dozen dungeons. Underground where miasma and mana couldn’t flow freely, that dungeon would have assuredly implanted where it was created. That’s what happened to King Diorite. He held something back, and his dungeon flourished. Yet here, at ground zero, there wasn’t even the sign a dungeon had ever been created.

	Had monsters swarmed in and slaughtered everyone, that would have been one thing. This was something completely different. Something had devoured all the lore. It had consumed history… all information. Just what was the Abyss?

	 


Chapter Fifty-five

	***

	A


	s we moved through the city, I began to make out a massive building. It had to be the palace, the home of King Diorite. It wasn’t built of stone. It was built of crystal. It caught the light and glimmered in a way that even seemed to push back the darkness, allowing me to get a good look at the massive building. Many of the houses from before had been carved into the walls. The fronts of them looked to be built like your typical square home, but the backs sunk into the stone walls.

	The palace was an exception to this rule. The entire massive cavern that made up this city carved out enough space that the palace could be placed in the center. From top to bottom, it was completely exposed and could be seen from every side. I realized that that the palace seemed to sit in the center, with a circular street around it, and an extension running off from every side. Although it was hard to tell because of the encroaching shadows, I was guessing the city had the shape of an asterisk.

	I was still walking forward when I felt Sapphire’s hand slip from my back. I stopped and turned back, but there was no one there. I was immediately caught by surprise. Sapphire had only just let go of me a second before.  She wouldn’t have had time to chase after me.

	“Sapphire?” I called out, the lack of echo making this place feel strangely menacing.

	She had just been beside me, yet she disappeared now. She was my direction. It had been clear we were heading to the palace though. Should I continue, or should I check the buildings and look for her? As I was making such a decision, the door to the palace began to creak open. I immediately took a step back, and then pulled out my sword.

	I was able to summon the sword from my blessing like normal, but since my inventory was in my soul world, I didn’t have it. As for my inventory rings, I had kept them in my soul world… because I didn’t want to risk losing them. From now on, I would keep goods and supplies with a ring on my body, and more food and supplies within my soul world. That way, whether I had my body or soul, I had access to supplies. As it was, I had been worrying a bit about food. Had the journey taken longer than a few days, there might have been trouble. Thankfully, it had only been a few hours.

	As the sword appeared in my hand, it felt strangely limp. It was the same metal as before, but they’re just felt like something was off about it. It felt heavier and less nimble. It was the difference between picking someone up who was awake and picking someone up who was a dead weight. Without Alysia, the sword was just a lump of metal. I hadn’t thought about it before, but now I was reminded just how much weaker I’d be without her. I thought as long as I had the blade made of powerful alloys and forged by a master, it’d be fine, but it was nothing without the Osterian princess that came with it.

	The door finished opening, a crack that leads into darkness. At least, I couldn’t see any light spilling out from within the palace. After a brief moment, a head popped out. It was a head filled with red hair, and I immediately recognized them.

	“Garnet?” My eyes widened.

	“Master! You found us!” She smiled.

	Just like that, I had found Garnet.

	 


Chapter Fifty-six

	***

	“G


	arnet…” I took a step forward. “Are you okay?”

	She waved her hand. “I’m fine, Master. What’s wrong?”

	She glanced at my blade and her expression dropped before her eyes flickered back to me, the smile returning to her face.

	“Where is Terra?”

	“She’s in here.” She chuckled. “Come, Master. Hurry.”

	I took another step forward. “What happened? Why haven’t you returned home?”

	“Master, there is far too much treasure and supplies in here to take home!” She responded. “We needed Master to come and help us carry it all.”

	“I’m… not in a position where I’ll be able to help carry as much,” I admitted.

	She shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. Master will be enough. Come, Master.”

	There was something suspicious about it, yet my feet kept moving me forward. I halved the distance between the door and myself. I carefully looked at Garnet, and even used skills to check her. There was nothing suspicious. I activated my dungeon store and rearranged my skills to give me Illusion Immunity. She was still there.

	“Show me, Terra,” I instructed.

	“Master… you’re being silly. Terra is right here.”

	Another head poked out, which was undoubtedly Terra. “Hello, Master. I’ve missed you.”

	“Terra… you’re okay?”

	She smiled, beckoning with her hand. “Everything is fine. Master worries too much. Come on. Come in.”

	My feet kept moving forward. Was I under an effect like Provoke? Whatever it was, I didn’t seem to be able to stop it. I was getting closer and closer to the door. I was getting closer and closer to the darkness. Furthermore, I was walking there of my own will.

	At that exact moment, something fell from the ceiling. I didn’t even dodge as a rock struck me hard in the head. It was quite large, and the fall had been substantial.

	“Ahhh!” I cried covering my head as it throbbed.

	After casting a quick heal spell, I realized I felt something pushing against my chest. I opened my eyes and looked down to see Sapphire standing there. She was pushing against my chest with all of her might, her body at an angle into the ground. I could see scuff marks on the stone, where her feet and been forced back as I continued to move forward. I looked up to see the doorway to the palace only a few feet away. However, the door was not open, and neither Terra nor Garnet were present.

	“Sapphire, I’m better now,” I reassured her.

	The girl let go, nearly collapsing to the ground as she tried to recover. I did a quick heal on her too.

	“Master…” She looked up at me, her eyes tearful.

	“I’m sorry I worried you.” I sighed. “I take it I just suddenly couldn’t see you, and then started walking toward the palace.”

	She nodded, a slightly angry expression on her face.

	“And what about the girls. Did you see anyone else?”

	She cocked her head for a moment and then shook it. So, it had been an illusion. Except, that it was one the highest tier of my dungeon skills couldn’t deflect. Did that mean that it was something that wasn’t an illusion, but like an illusion or something so powerful that even the dungeon skills couldn’t override it?

	 


Chapter Fifty-seven

	***

	I


	 knew that my free access in and out of dungeons was situational. There were instances were a strong enough force or a large enough distance could make Portal impossible. The blessings that kept my slave bonds from being broken could also be bypassed with a bit of cleverness. Nothing was all-powerful, even the dungeon blessings. Yet, the idea something could just mess with my mind like that left me feeling extremely worried.

	Had that rock not fallen on my head, I wouldn’t have snapped out of it. What would have happened if I reached the door? It was closed at the moment. Wouldn’t I have just run into the door? Wait, was there a door. I kneeled and picked up the stone that had hit my head. It was weird that it fell randomly at this exact moment. That’s when I realized that it wasn’t a rock at all. It was another imager.

	I picked it up, and then shared a glanced with Sapphire. I took a few steps away from the palace but kept a side-eye on it. Then, I activated the imager. An image was displayed, and when I saw the two familiar girls on it, my heart twisted into knots. This was a recording of the girl’s journey, the one that had made it to the surface. This wasn’t just a recording… it was the same recording.

	The last time I had seen the imager it had been in my soul world. Allegedly, King Diorite had seen it. If that was so, why was it here? More importantly, why did it no longer show the signs of the damage that it had before?

	“We made it. This is my home city, Argathea!” Garnet declared.

	“It’s really dark.” Terra frowned.

	“We’re in the Deep, Terra, everything is dark.”

	“No… it’s just something else. I can’t put my finger on it.”

	“Ahh… well, we won’t stay long. Just enough time to get the metals I need! I’ve already managed to collect several rare metals, enough to help Master build several magic weapons.”

	“It’s too bad Master couldn’t give us any more inventory rings.”

	“Ah… well… we sort of have a bad habit of getting them destroyed.” Terra coughed.

	“D-destroyed! Inventory rings are notoriously hard to destroy! What have you guys been doing?”

	“Things come up!” Terra cried, and then noticed Garnet looking off, a frown on her face. “What is it?”

	“There is something wrong.” Garnet frowned. “This has been far too quiet.”

	I realized this was the full recording from a fragment I had gotten before. I could find out more about what happened. I leaned forward, listening carefully.

	“Well, the city has been abandoned.”

	“No, you don’t get it. This cavern was built in a very particular way. The deep dwarves weren’t just good with Earth, they were also prolific singers.”

	“Singers? Are you trying to compete with Celeste now?”

	“That’s not what I mean! This entire cavern moves sound in a very particular way. Not just sound, but light. During the day cycle, a rainbow of colors would float in the sky above. The sounds of people would create a cacophony echoing off the walls which would bounce back and forth until it created a sweet melody. It was a beautiful place.”

	“Garnet, you’re saying that like you’ve been here.”

	Garnet stiffened for a second, looking back at Terra. “Right.”

	“You told Master that you’ve never been to the Deep. You said you were brought up on the surface.”

	Garnet lowered her head. “That’s right… I did.”

	“Garnet…”

	“Terra, I want you to keep a secret.”

	“What?”

	“This stays between you and me. I don’t want to… I don’t want Master to know.”

	“Garnet… this…”

	“Please, promise me.”

	“O-okay, I promise.

	“Turn off the recording. This stays between us.”

	“R-right.”

	The image flickered out.

	 


Chapter Fifty-eight

	***

	T


	he imager had only contained that single scene. Garnet had some kind of secret? Of course, I could guess what it was. She had some kind of connection with this the Deep. Rather, she had been here at some point. Was the reason she had come down to the Deep purely to get acquire resources as she had claimed, or was there something else to it.

	The deep dwarves had fled the deep over a hundred years ago. This was before Aberis conquered Osteria, and even before humans started to migrate into Osteria. At that point, it wasn’t even really a country so much as just the lands of a people. The Osterians lived in the Osterian plains. Then, the deep dwarves seemed to be fleeing something, so they made the month-long trek to the surface looking to relocate. The dwarves rejected them, the Dioshin attacked and enslaved them, and the Osteria ejected them.

	I had always figured that Garnet had been the daughter of a slave, or that there was some tribe of deep dwarves that had managed to remain in Esmore. Esmore was mostly made up of the esmere in the valley, who I had learned talking with Pait recently were called halflings, and the dwarves of the mountains. However, some deep dwarves might have been holding out in some mountain village that was ignored by the rest. Just who did survive and where did they end up? More importantly, how did Garnet remember the deep, when she reported to only be in her twenties.

	I hadn’t thought much about it, but there had been something odd about Garnet from the beginning. Since passing through Esmore and having a chance to see more dwarves, I found that they didn’t have that permanent youthful look. First, she had claimed that changing names was something that dwarves did, but I had asked Pait and he said he didn’t know that to be a custom of dwarves. Second, dwarves aged slower than humans overall. It wasn’t like they stayed permanently child-like. So, while I had presumed Garnet was only in her twenties or thirties, I recalled her slave auction had suggested she was older with many skills above her expected age.

	At the time, that hadn’t been surprising to me, because all of my girls had similar levels, but Garnet hadn’t been fighting with a multiplier in dungeons with her life on the line.  Then, there was her strange connection to the church. She had a flat chest, but she seemed to be a close connection with Mary the Archbishop of Aberis’s church, who had sent me to save her. I had achieved that goal, but various things came up and I hadn’t spoken with her in some time.

	I had originally believed that her oddities were just a part of her rare species. Like Miki’s nine-tail fox or Faeyna’s status as an elf, the deep dwarves were all but extinct in this world. These were just customs from her. I had to imagine the lack of sun made it so deep dwarves typically looked younger than surface dwarves. At least, I had heard such sentiment. Yet, I had run into King Diorite as well. He was a middle-aged man, although who knew how old he was.

	In short, Garnet was a woman with no name and no past. She carried the knowledge of the deep dwarves and seemed to remember things she shouldn’t remember. She had no age. She was tied to the church and the Deep. She had the body of a thirteen-year-old girl, but the flirtatious tendencies and curiosities on sex of a middle-aged virgin. I started to realize that I didn’t know anything about Garnet. She was a complete mystery to me.

	I put the stone away and looked at Sapphire, who gave me a wondering look back. I knew what she was asking. What do we do next? That was a good question.

	 


Chapter Fifty-nine

	***

	“W


	e have to enter the palace.” I decided.

	The strange illusion I had experienced before had tried to make me enter the palace, which made me not want to enter the palace. However, there was nowhere else to go. We had already come this way, and I wasn’t leaving without Terra and Garnet. They were the reason I was here. If someone was trying to lure me in, they had chosen the perfect bait. Hopefully, knowing it was bait would mean I could avoid the hook.

	Unfortunately, we’d have to move forward blindly. My Map didn’t seem to penetrate a single spec beyond those doors to give me an idea of what was to come. Glancing around the city one more time, I took a step past Sapphire toward the door. Sapphire made a noise of protest, reaching out and grabbing my arm. I turned to her, and she shook her head, a look of fear and worry on her face.

	“Is this the direction of Terra and Garnet?” I asked.

	Her eyes broke away, and then she gave a weak nod.

	“Then, this is the way I’m going.” I declared, looking at the door and frowning. “As soon as I figure out how to open it.

	Looking at the large double doors, I realized there was no doorknob or handle. I couldn’t see a clear way to get the door to open. I might have spoken too soon. With Alysia, I might have been able to cut the doors down, but without her in the blade, I wasn’t confident it wouldn’t just break in my hand. It did feel weaker. I was still holding onto it, but it didn’t give me the comfort it once had.

	As I was examining the door and trying to figure out what to do, Sapphire walked up to it. She reached out and touched several gems. Each one she touched suddenly started to glow. After pressing ten stones in a specific order, there was a grinding sound, and then the door opened in much the way it had in my previous vision. This time, though, there did appear to be some kind of light coming from inside. I didn’t know if seeing the light in a place where there shouldn’t have been light made it better or worse.

	When Sapphire was done, she nodded and took several steps back. She reached out and grabbed my arm, holding onto me innocently once again. I looked at the crack that had opened. I wondered if that was as far as the doors opened. Maybe, different combinations would cause the door to open certain amounts. I knew I was just procrastinating though, so I grabbed Sapphire’s hand, making sure that she didn’t suddenly disappear again, and then I moved forward toward the door.

	As soon as we entered, I could see the light was coming from a single orb that was sitting on the ground. It didn’t look to be particularly old. I walked toward the orb, leaning down to pick it up. As I picked it up, I realized that it wasn’t a light orb, but another imager! At that moment, groaning came from behind me and the palace door slammed shut.

	 


Chapter Sixty

	***

	O


	f course, when the door shut, we weren’t plunged into darkness. However, my light spells suppression was amplified. In front of the palace, the darkness had been pushed back a bit, but now on the inside, it was even worse. Sapphire moved closer to me, looking mildly frightened. However, my interest was in the stone. It was identical to the one that had struck me in the head earlier. It couldn’t be more of Terra and Garnet’s recordings, could it?

	I immediately placed my mana into it, causing a new image to appear. It was once again Terra and Garnet. I could tell they were walking in this very corridor.

	“We’re almost there,” Garnet whispered.

	“Do you really think so?”

	“I don’t think so… I know.”

	“You mean, like the code at the doorway?”

	“Shhh! What was that?” she stopped.

	“What?”

	“Do you hear that?”

	Terra cocked her head and listened carefully. “Something in the darkness… it sounds like footsteps.”

	“Are we being followed?”

	“I don’t think so. How could we? We just came through the door and it closed behind us.” Terra clanked back. “We would have heard it opening. Don’t you-”

	Terra turned back, and then she stopped speaking.

	“Yeah?” Garnet asked.

	“Garnet?”

	Garnet frowned. “Yeah?”

	“Where did you go? Garnet! Seriously? Don’t play games.”

	“Terra… I’m right in front of you. What are you saying?”

	“Garnet! Garnet!” Terra called out, looking right past the other girl.

	“Hey!” Garnet walked up and then slammed her heel on Terra’s foot!”

	“Ow!” Garnet cried out, blinking tearfully until her eyes landed on Garnet. “Oh, there you are. Where did you go?”

	“I didn’t go anywhere! Dummy, I was here the whole time!”

	“Huh? You were totally gone.”

	“I wasn’t.”

	“Okay, we’re hearing things and now we’re seeing things… this is getting worse.”

	“Let’s just keep going.”

	“Ah… Garnet?”

	“Yeah, what is it?”

	“Where did your shadow go?”

	“Huh?”

	“Your shadow… your shadow is missing.”

	Garnet looked down and then behind herself, when she turned back, there was a slight smirk on her face. “Oops.”

	“Wh-why don’t you have a shadow?”

	“A better question, why do you still have one?” Her voice sounded off.

	Terra took a step back. “Garnet, are you doing okay?”

	“I’m doing fine.” Garnet took a step toward Terra, causing her to take a step back.

	“You’re overreacting, it’s just a trick of the light.”

	“Stay away from me!”

	“Terra… Teeeeeraaaa…” She started giggling as the imager ended right there.

	They had been experiencing the same phenomenon that I had experienced. I hadn’t heard any footsteps yet. Was that coming? Sapphire grabbed my arm and pulled on me. I looked up to see her smiling eagerly. A thought suddenly came to me. I was using the Light spell. It had no light source, so in general, it didn’t cast a shadow.

	I slowly lifted my hand and created a light orb and then turned off the light spell. The light came out across Sapphire’s face, but it wasn’t as bright as the previous light, caused her face to take on a darker appearance. Her smile started to grow. Looking down at her feet, I could see there was no shadow being cast behind her.

	Her smile broke into a toothy grin. “Bye-bye…”

	The light orb went out.
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	***

	“I


	t’s an emergency!” Pait burst into the room. “King Deek, it’s an emergency.”

	I glanced down at him, raising an eyebrow. “What is it?”

	“It’s your daughter’s sixteenth birthday! Her present has gone missing!” He responded, and then finally noticing me lying casually in bed with several naked women, he finally had the good sense to look away.

	I frowned slightly. “What are you saying? How can a dungeon go missing?”

	“Well, didn’t you say you wanted her to be able to take it wherever she went? You’re the one that put it into a gem that can easily be lost.”

	“That’s right…” I began to recall the situation. “Although easily losing something with the power of a soul world…”

	Since my little girl only grew up to be sixteen once, I wanted her birthday to be especially special. That’s why I went all out. In the end, I had created a soul dungeon and attached it to a gem. Inside the world was her little paradise. It included a garden of food, a large palace, and even a tropical beach. After years of adventuring, I had become very attuned to just what a young adventurer needed. Whenever my daughter was feeling overwhelmed, or just wanted to relax, she could slip into her own little dungeon and do as she wanted.

	Swimming, hunting, and horseback riding were all available. I had populated it with comical and harmless monsters, many of them quite tasty. It wasn’t just a place for her to relax, but a lifeline if things became desperate. She could live the rest of her life in that soul dungeon. As long as there was enough mana around to keep powering it, it’d be her place of safety. I swatted Lydia and Raissa’s behinds. Both girls let out cute moans, but they didn’t roll off of me.

	“I have to go attend my daughter.”

	“Can’t it wait?” I want another round.” Lydia begged, her tail wrapping around my leg light she had no intention of letting go.

	“Raissa, can you talk some sense into her.”

	“A-actually…” Her tail began to wag slightly. “I’d like to spend more time with my man too.”

	“She’s your daughter!” I flicked her forehead.

	“Ahh! Daughter will understand that mommy has needs too!” She crying, rubbing her head with an adorable face.

	“If you girls won’t move, then I’ll just have to motivate you!”

	I grabbed them both, rolling over and pinning them to the bed. They let out cries of protest, but they were helpless under me. I gave each of them a wet kiss, sucking on their necks until big hickies formed. I absolutely wouldn’t be healing them. The girls cried and struggled as they realized their flawless skin was being blemished by me, but I didn’t stop until even Raissa’s dark skin was covered in naughty bruises.

	“Master is so mean!” Lydia cried.

	“How can I got to my daughter’s party looking like this!” Raissa pouted.

	“Maybe you two will learn your lesson and not be so willful next time.” I chuckled, giving them each a kiss before finally pulling off of them.

	With a wave of my hand, a suit befitting a king appeared over me. I finally reached Pait, who was distinctly looking away.

	“We should get a move on.” He responded wryly.

	I chuckled. “What’s the rush?”

	“You do realize you’re currently dying, right?” Pait wore a strange expression.

	“Hmm?”

	“Nothing, we should go.” 
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	***
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	ho would have ever thought you’d end up together with your maid?” I chuckled as we left the room.

	“You’re one to talk, considering…” He gave a nod to a woman who was approaching us. “At least I stopped having Dav from working as a maid when we got together.”

	That woman was none other than Faeyna. Just as beautiful as always, her massive rack was ready to burst out of the top of her dress. However, it was the large bulge in her tummy that was much more noticeable.

	“She’s the maid hero. How can I have her stop her from being who she is? Elaya said she’d never be happy that way. Elaya hated being a queen back when she was the maid hero.” I told Pait before walking up and grabbing Faeyna’s stomach. “How’s my little elf boy doing?”

	“Why are you so determined it’s a boy?” Faeyna asked, an amused smile on her face.

	“I’ve had six daughters so far, a boy is about due! I’ve had to live with an estrogen-filled castle for seven-teen years now! I need a boy to teach my skills.”

	“In seducing women, you mean?” Faeyna snickered.

	“I didn’t say that!”

	“Well, that’s your best trait…”

	“Oh?” I reached out and grabbed her breasts, squeezing them in the ways that Faeyna liked best.

	“Ahhn… d-don’t…. you’re going to make it leak. That’s for the baby…”

	“The baby isn’t born yet…” I chuckled. “That means daddy can have a taste. I wonder how elf milk tastes compared to human and animal girl milk. Am I not allowed?”

	“Hah… hah… Master…” She blushed shyly. “Since it’s daddy, I guess it can’t be helped.”

	“Ahem.” Pait cleared his throat, snapping us out of our moment.

	I let go of her breasts, and Faeyna let out a sigh of relief with just a hint of regret.

	“I did come for a reason. Siti will be opening a portal in the commons room in a few minutes in preparation for the arrival of the royal family. The queen and the princess are arriving.”

	“Eliana and my daughter are coming?”

	“The birthday girl is already there waiting for them. She’s eager to play with her half-sister. They’re always so busy running Eastern Osteria.”

	“I see…” I made a face. “I better go. The last time my daughter got too excited she had an accident.”

	“Ah… my lord, about the present…”

	I nodded. “That can wait until after I’ve received the guests.”

	Pait looked worriedly, but he nodded. “As you command.”

	“Come, Faeyna. Please escort me.”

	“Don’t you just want to take me to show off my bloated belly to your wife?” Faeyna gave me a dubious look.

	“What are you saying? Eliana doesn’t get jealous like that. She’ll be excited to see how far along you’ve come. Why wouldn’t I be proud of my pregnant mistress? Every child is a blessing, and you are radiant.”

	“Even after taking my everything, you still make me fall deeper in love with you with every word.” She sighed. “Let’s go…”

	I brought out my arm and she took it, and the both of us headed toward the common room, leaving Pait behind.

	“Ah! My lord, please don’t forget the gift!” He yelled after us.

	“Yay! I got it!”

	“And also, don’t forget you’re surrounded by darkness!”

	“Of course!”

	I answered him, but what was that last part about? It was probably nothing.

	 


Chapter Sixty-three

	***

	T


	he pair of us reached the commons in short order, and just as Faeyna had said, my daughter was waiting there. She had a long brown shaggy tail and two triangle ears on her head. She seemed like the inverse of her mother in many ways. Where Raissa had light hair and dark skin, her daughter had lighter skin and darker hair. The mother was tall and slim, where her daughter was shorter and more robust. Even though she was only sixteen, her breasts were already bigger than most of my girls, and they still had room to grow. However, she was just as beautiful as her mother and had none of the scars and trauma that had only faded on her mother after countless years.

	The differences didn’t just come with appearance. Where Raissa was a quiet and submissive girl, her daughter had ended up the exact opposite. She was opinionated, feisty, and liked to be in control. She was my eldest child, and that had somehow made her think she was the alpha among all of my children. She wasn’t bossy or bullying, but she had an extreme exuberance and directness that the other girls couldn’t handle. However it worked, one way or another, a big sister always got her way.

	“Sweetie…” I held out my hands.

	“Daddy.” She smiled and threw her arms around me, hugging me tightly, smashing her chest against me.

	I noticed her tail wildly swinging, and I frowned slightly. “You should calm down a bit. The last time you got excited, you wet my rug.”

	“Daaaaad!” She put on a horrified look. “That was ten years ago!”

	“Oh? Was it? But you’re still my sweet baby.” I went to kiss her cheek.

	“Dad! Stop, you’re embarrassing me!” She cried, pushing me off of her.

	“There is no one here! Can’t daddy have at least one little kiss?”  I begged.

	“Siti and Faeyna are watching!”

	“So, daddy can’t kiss?” I gave her a pathetic, heartbroken glance.

	I had long learned that I couldn’t just push her down like my girls. When she said no, she meant it. Instead, I had to appeal to her kindness and good nature, and then bend it to my own nefarious will!

	“J-just one kiss…” She responded, a guilty expression on her face.

	Whether Siti was paying attention and wanted to give her a hard time, or it was just a coincidence, she finished her spell and opened the portal. Several people arrived through the portal just in time to see me giving my daughter her birthday kiss. What’s a birthday kiss? If you’ve ever heard of birthday spankings and birthday suit… well it’s something like that. As for the appropriateness of it, it was good to be king.

	“Mmm!” She let out a moan, her eyes darting to the side.

	I took an elbow to the rib from my daughter before I let go. She wiped her wet mouth and then turned to the arrivals excitedly. It was none other than Eliana, dressed in a fine gown that even outstripped the birthday girl’s simple dress. Another beautiful woman who looked very much like a young version of Eliana stood next to her. They would look like a big sister and a little sister to anyone who didn’t know any better. Edward also came, a rich smile on his face.

	“Greetings, my lord. It has been a while.” Eliana and her daughter made perfect curtsies.

	“Eliana… haven’t I told you I don’t care about that stuffy etiquette.” I held out my hands, now come to daddy.”

	“Y-you…” She blushed, but then ran over into my arms without a second thought.

	While this was happening, my princess daughter spoke to the birthday girl with her nose up in the air. “I am pleased to greet big sister today, this day of her… ahhh!”

	“Sister!” The birthday girl pounced on her sister who was only younger by a few weeks and then started licking her face excitedly.

	“Stop… no! Not there! Please!” My daughter couldn’t maintain her snobbish ways when being licked this way and that by her big sister and was quickly cowed into submission.

	She did to her little sister far worse than my birthday kiss, I should add.

	While I was squeezing my wife’s butt and kissing her while my daughter reached second base with her sister, the portal fluttered again and another person walked in. I pulled away from Eliana to look at the unfamiliar face.

	“Who is this?” I asked.

	“Oh? This is a close friend I wanted you to meet.” Eliana declared.

	I looked up an extremely beautiful woman with black hair and pale white skin. She smiled at me.

	“Hello, you may call me Twilight. I’ve come for your soul.”  
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	***
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	xcuse me?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

	Eliana let out a light laugh. “Don’t mind her so much. She just has a strange sense of humor.”

	“Of course,” Twilight smiled as she stared at me, but I noticed her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve come to speak with you.” 

	“I’m pretty busy right now,” I admitted uneasily.

	“It can wait.” She shrugged. “However, there is a time limit.”

	“Time limit?”

	She lifted her hand. “The bell will ring 5 times. That is as much time as I can spare. At that point, we must speak to each other.”

	“Five?” I tried to smile back, not sure what she was on about. “I suppose I don’t mind a guest. You can stay.”

	“When the time has come, simply say my name and I shall appear.” She responded.

	The surreal moment lasted only a few seconds, and neither Eliana nor the others reacted to her strange and cryptic words. I decided it wasn’t worth worrying about now. I had plenty of time. After settling Eliana, my daughters, and the rest down in a comfortable room, I pulled Faeyna aside. “Do you remember what happened to my daughter’s present?”

	“Oh!” Faeyna blinked. “Wasn’t that with the blacksmiths? They had to mount it to the necklace.”

	“Oh, so Garnet has it?”

	“Who?”

	I blinked. Who indeed? As soon as I said that name, I felt a strange flash of something. It felt like a world of darkness. It was wet and cold. My body was lying in black slime. I could see countless others lying around me. There was a red-headed girl there, although she was so filthy that it was hard to say what color her hair was. Why was I so sure it was red? The vision was gone in a heartbeat. What name had I said? I didn’t know.

	“Ah… I’ll head over to the blacksmiths.”

	The blacksmiths weren’t particularly close to my castle, but that didn’t matter. I had maxed my blue mage a long time ago, and I was able to open a portal rather easily. After bidding everyone farewell, I left the castle for a bit, taking a step into a workshop. The work environment was loud and hot. The sound of hammering made it difficult to have conversations, and the heat was enough that if I didn’t heave heat resistance, I’d be sweating heavily.  I found the first apprentice I could find, and they slowly worked up the ladder before I found myself speaking to a blacksmith in charge.

	“I’m telling you what I told the others.” The man shouted over the sounds of hammers. “We had it sitting right there locked up last night, and when we came in this morning it was gone. I don’t know anything else.”

	“So, someone swiped it in the night.” I considered, scratching my chin.

	“The setting is done.” The blacksmith declared. “If you can recover the gem, we can set it in only a few minutes. However, I don’t even know where to start.”

	“I might.” I nodded to myself, “There is one place where a lot of things that go missing end up. The fairies!”

	As I said that, I heard a bell start to toll. The sound tore through the sounds of the hammers as if they were nothing. That was the first bell.
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	***
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	 didn’t have the time to worry about some bell, so I opened a new portal, and this time came out in a beautiful forest. Although light shone overhead and there were thousands of lush trees, this place wasn’t actually above ground. It was underground in my dungeon. This entire level of the dungeon had been constructed to house the fairies. As I walked along, I heard the cracking of branches, the rustling of leaves, and the giggles of beauties.

	I walked until I reached a place unlike any other. It was a massive bubbling spring, the water shooting up like a geyser the height of a tree. None of that water splashed on anyone because there was a circle of air around it. That air seemed to guide the water, causing it to move in strange and unnatural ways. It appeared more like a tentacle of swirling water rising into the green canopy above.

	“Celeste, gather the ladies up!” I let out an order.

	“Yes, Master!” A swirl of wind appeared before me, steadily coalescing into the form of a beautiful woman.

	Celeste was as beautiful today as she had always been. She was graceful like the wind and had an air of wisdom as eternal as the wind and sky. She raised a hand and snapped. Her fingers created a crisp sound that seemed to bounce outward in a wave. Movement exploded all around us. Fairies let out gasps and cries as they scrambled to attention. Within a moment, the lush forest had become a cacophony of butterfly wings as countless fairies came to attention.

	Celeste shrank down and then floated over to my shoulder, landing on it casually. As for the rest of the girls, they finally settling into rows in front of us, all at attention and waiting for the orders of their master. Many of these girls could become full forms just like Celeste, but if they had, there wouldn’t have been enough room in front of the spring to allow it. Thus, they found places on trees and blades of grass. Their wings gave a feeling like flowers and suddenly bloomed across the entire forest. Of course, the majority of these little ladies were naked, make the place have a springtime feel.

	“Master may ask whatever he wants,” Celeste said. “The girls will fulfill master’s every desire.”

	She meant that too. I wasn’t going to say how I knew that, but these fairies would do anything… with any body part!

	I cleared my throat, blushing slightly before announcing in a loud voice. “You ladies are my eyes and ears for the city and surrounding area. As you know, my daughter’s birthday is today. Her present has recently gone missing. Do any of you know where it went?”

	It wasn’t just that these fairies got around, and no matter what happened in Chalm, there was a good chance a fairy was close by to overhear it. Fairies were also major kleptomaniacs. I had lost many of my possessions because the fairies stole away my stuff. It was usually articles of my clothing, but in this case, it was a bit more serious of an issue.

	The fairies broke into whispering. They seemed to be arguing among themselves. I gave Celeste a look and she nodded before speaking up.

	“Master asked you a question! Who took the gem?” Celeste’s voice held no-nonsense, and the whispering died down immediately.

	It was very well known that no one could lie around Celeste. She always knew the truth. Also, while Master was kind and the fairies often took advantage of his kindness to act willful, when Celeste put her foot down, every fairy obeyed.

	“I’m sorry, my queen. We don’t know!” One of the fairies stepped forward. “We stayed away from the fairy as my queen commanded! We did not see who took it, and it wasn’t one of ours!”

	“Seriously?” I let out a sigh.

	“They speak the truth.” Celeste declared, causing all of the fairies to let out breaths of relief. “I’m sorry Master.”

	“No… it’s fine. I’m going to try Miki. Since it’s a Soul world, she’ll be able to find it.”  

	As I created another portal, I heard the bell once again. The second bell had rung. 
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	o quickly? Can’t I have more time?” I muttered.

	Then again, why did I feel rushed at all? What was even happening? I shook away that confusion and stepped through once again. This time I ended up in a small village. Besides the village was a graveyard. The foxkin had come a long way from the animalkin who were scared of their own spirits. Miki had seemingly morphed them into a village of shepherds. Their ability to work with spirits even outstripped the church.

	Using the power of their spirit tails, they were able to resurrect people even long past the point where death would be permanent. They also weren’t afraid to enter dungeons and attempt resurrections in there. They had truly become a positive force throughout the kingdom.

	I followed a trail leading into the village, only to find a massive shrine built in the middle of the city. There was a long line of people in front of that shrine, and at the top of the steps was none other than Miki. I ignored the line of waiting people and continued to the top. As I reached it, I could see a couple. They were crying while holding a bundle that looked to be children’s clothing in their hands.

	“W-we don’t have the money, but out child…” The man was saying with tears in his eyes while the woman wept on.

	Miki raised her hand. “How long has it been?”

	Her simple question caused the man’s expression to fall, his body shaking, and the woman to weep even harder.

	“We… didn’t have the money to travel here either. We had to come on foot.” The man croaked. “I thought that… perhaps… if it was you.”

	“How long?” Miki exuded a peacefulness around her that seemed to ease the hearts of everyone nearby.

	“T-two months.” He barely could get the words out.

	She gave them a sympathetic look. “The body?”

	“Those damned priests wouldn’t give it back! They said it was disrespectful to drag the body across the country on a hope…” His teeth clenched, and he shook for an entirely different reason.

	Miki watched them for a few moments, and then put out her arms. “This was his blanket?”

	“Wha- yes! It is.” He jumped up a hopeful expression building on his face, immediately handing over the item over. “Can you bring him back? Can you save our son?”

	“I can only try.” She said hesitantly.

	The mother and father gave out sounds of relief, grabbing each other desperately as they watched Miki. I stood and watched too as she began to perform a resurrection. To the couple who weren’t particularly sensitive with mana, it probably looked like nothing, but to me, I could see a rainbow of color. Her spiritual tails were spread out like a peacock behind her, and she held the blanket up as multi-colored mana swirled around it.

	Ever so slowly, she reached into the mana stream of this world, calling upon the signature that used to be their baby. The soul of a baby would have been particularly weak. While my soul could easily last two months, a baby soul even being summoned after a month was asking for a lot.

	Yet, Miki was the best. She was the woman who was closest to death, and for that, she was the one who understood the soul the best. Slowly, the swirling light began to coalesce together, finally forming into the body of a baby. Its eyes opened, and it immediately let out a crying sound.

	“Ahhh!” Miki cried out.

	“Our baby!”

	“The baby!”

	Miki was never good with babies, even her own. Speaking of which…

	“Daddy!” A young girl of ten ran out from behind the shrine and jumped into my arms.

	She was completely oblivious to the work her mother was doing, but thankfully the dramatic moment was over and Miki was desperately trying to hand the baby over without dropping it while the parents were so busy thanking her that they forgot to take their baby back.

	“Hello, cupcake.” I smiled. “What are you two still doing over here anyway? You know, your big sister’s birthday is coming soon.”

	She nodded her head. “We’ll come! Mommy just wanted to do a bit more work before she came! She’s always working.”

	I noticed she had a hint of displeasure in her voice.

	“What your mommy does is important, you know.”

	“I know….” She responded flippantly.

	“But… you also don’t want to miss the celebration! Your big sister would be angry!”

	“I know!” her eyes grew big. “If I don’t come, she’ll floof my tail! I hate it when she floofs my tail.”

	“I see…” I nodded. “Well, you should never let anyone floof your tail that you don’t want to do it.”

	“R-really?” She asked. “But daddy floofs mommy’s tail all the time?”

	I coughed. “Well, that’s a special thing only daddy can do to mommy, understand?”

	“Yup!” She nodded, although it was clear she was just saying what I wanted to hear.

	By the time Miki walked up to me, I heard a bell gong for the third time.
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	***
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	s the bell finished, Miki approached me with a gentle smile on her face. She wore a black robe that looked slightly ceremonial in appearance. Since the foxkin had slowly grown into prominence, they had slowly begun to adopt more and more customs, all based on Miki and her tastes. I tried to keep it from becoming a religion, but if you create too many miracles, those kinds of things start to be leveled at you.

	“Hello, beautiful.” I grinned, taking and hugging Miki.

	I was only able to get so close though, as a little ten year managed to wedge her way between us. I could only hug Miki so much.

	“What’s the matter?” She asked. “We were going to be heading to the party soon.”

	“Ah… that’s the thing. The gift I had prepared for my daughter, it’s missing.”

	A little eavesdropped gasped, but I quickly rubbed her head, while Miki raised an eyebrow. “Have you checked the fairies?”

	“Yeah, I went there first. I was hoping given your… abilities, that you might be able to detect where it is.”

	“Hmmm… let me try.”

	Miki didn’t waste any time stepping back and using her soul ability. Her tail grew brightly once again. The other foxkin reacted to it, some staring in awe while others shielded their eyes. I didn’t look away as Miki used her gift to look around.”

	“I can sense your soul world.” She declared. “It is some distance away. Underground… through stone and rock.”

	“What? Soul world? Don’t you mean soul dungeon?” I frowned.

	“Of course.”

	“How did it get all the way there?”

	“I don’t know, Master… but you don’t need to worry. You can call it back.”

	“I can?”

	“Yes… a soul and a body belong together. If someone takes it from you, they’d need considerable strength to keep it.”

	I frowned. “We’re talking about my daughter’s gift, right?”

	“Mm…” She nodded. “You will need to see someone who has a bit of skill with souls.”

	“You mean Terra.”

	Flash. Coldness. Darkness.

	I was in a chamber, bound by strands of black sludge. I tried to pull my way out.

	“Master… listen to me.” A voice sounded in my head. “I don’t know how long I can keep you out. You mustn’t summon your soul here. That’s what she wants. If she-”

	“Terra who?” Miki blinked.

	I shook my head, feeling slightly dizzy. What was that just now? Soul summon?

	“Ah… nothing.” I cleared my throat. “Um… you were saying something?”

	“Yes, if you want to learn how to summon your gift, I believe Shao can show you how.”

	“Shao? Yes… I guess she might know a thing or two about souls.” I responded uncertainly.

	“Go quickly, Master. The party is almost here.” Miki hurried me.

	I nodded, quickly creating a Portal to Shao. I stepped out of the Portal in from of a quaint little cottage. Taking a deep breath, I walked to the front door and opened it. I was greeted by the sound of a baby crying.

	“Ahhh! Mommy’s here! Mommy will take care of everything! Please stop crying!” An unhinged voice cried out.

	I looked to see Shao there, desperately rocking a baby in her arms. She had bags under her eyes like she hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep.

	“Deek! You need to take responsibility!” She declared, thrusting the baby out at me.

	The fourth bell began to ring.
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	y baby hates me.” Shao sniffled.

	“She doesn’t hate you.” I chuckled.

	“Then why does she cry whenever I hold her?”

	As soon as I took our baby, she immediately quieted down. After just a bit of bobbing up and down, she slipped off to sleep and was now happily unconscious. Her mother, who was at her wit’s end, was now sobbing hysterically.

	“You’ll get the hang of this. You know you can call on the other girls. Raissa, Miki, Eliana, and Carmine have all been through this. Carmine had twins! You can do this.”

	“I-it’s the blood on my hands, isn’t it?” She asked. “She can smell the evil on me.”

	Perhaps I had been a bit too busy. After she had the baby, Shao had moved out to a little cottage to raise her. She said something about wanting to become the greatest mother ever. However, it took a community to raise a baby, and Shao now looked ready to break. She was suffering from postpartum depression.

	“The party is coming in a little bit. How about I take the baby with me, and you get a bit of rest, hmm?”

	“M-maybe…” She responded uncertainly.

	I took the sleeping baby, and then gently put her down in her crib. She coed slightly, but remained asleep. As I looked down at my sleeping baby girl, Shao put her arms around me, hugging me softly. She breathed as if getting strength from my presence. I didn’t mind this. My only regret was that there wasn’t more of me.

	“You didn’t come here just to see how I was doing with the baby, did you?” She asked.

	“Um… no… actually, I have a soul dungeon that went missing. Miki seems to believe you can help me summon it?”

	“Ahh… I see… it has to do with my shadow magic. Do you know how shadow magic works, Master?”

	“Not exactly. I know that there is miasmic, shadow, and darkness magic. Each one, while similar, is also different.”

	She nodded. “It’s true… I use shadow magic, where someone like Salicia uses darkness magic, and Astria is miasmic. Miasmic magic involves controlling miasma and corrupting mana. It’s like an infection that tries to eat mana and create miasma. Darkness is a direct inverse to light. It attempts to counter mana by destroying it. It’s the absence of mana. Shadow magic is different though. Without light, there are no shadows. Without a soul, there is nobody. Shadow magic is about blocking mana and using the product of the hindrance to producing an illusion of darkness. It uses mana against itself. Does Master understand?”

	“I think so.” I frowned. “But what does this have to do with summoning my soul?”

	“One of the main tenants of shadow magic is the separation of the body and the soul. The way I can slip into shadows and disappear is because my body and my soul aren’t necessarily in the same place at the same time. My soul becomes a conduit for my body, and my body becomes a conduit for my soul.”

	“And you’re saying I could master shadow magic?”

	“I’m saying if Master learns this aspect of shadow magic, you’d be able to use your soul in ways you never dreamed!”
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	ow so?” I asked cautiously.

	“Master, you have a power inside you that you don’t even realize. Those blessings that are attached to your body, they don’t have to remain that way.”

	“I’m sorry?”

	“Your soul is that of a soul world! Does a world so like a place that has only one story?”

	“I guess not.”

	“Exactly! Master, you can absorb your blessings into your soul world, making them part of you. Lore can be combined and merged. It can be united and built upon. Every subsequent piece of lore only makes something more complex, more powerful, and more compelling! Right now, you only use your blessings. It’s like opening a book and reading a passage. It’s better than the base part, but do you know what is even better? Unity!

	“You can merge with the lore, make it part of yourself. You can become one with the world, and when that happens…”

	“When that happens…”

	“You become a god.” She revealed.

	“Shao… that’s a little…”

	A bell began to bang loudly. The fifth bell had rung. My expression dropped.

	“Master, is something wrong?” Shao asked.

	“I have to go.” I responded.”

	Shao smiled awkwardly. “You’ll be back though, right?”

	I opened my mouth and then closed it. I didn’t know why I needed to go. I didn’t know where I was going.

	“Just… summon the gift, and everything can keep going as before.” Shao smiled.

	“I see… Twilight.”

	As soon as I spoke those words, the world changed around me.

	I was no longer standing in the cottage next to Shao but instead, I was standing in a small library with a desk. Shao and my daughter were gone. This wasn’t like summoning either. I didn’t feel like I was pulled out and moved. Rather, it felt like the world around me changed in an instant. As I looked around in confusion, I found Twilight standing nearby watching me.

	“You called?” She casually walked over and took a seat. “Come, relax…”

	I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, feeling like something was off. “Who are you?”

	“Are you happy here?” Twilight asked instead.

	“Of course, I’m happy,” I responded. “Why wouldn’t I be happy? I have my family. I have my daughters. I spent years building to this point.”

	“Have you?” She raised an eyebrow.

	“Ye-” I was just about to say yes, but then I thought back and frowned. “This is what you wanted me to see. Why?”

	I was trying to remember the years that lead up to this point. I was trying to remember all the difficulties. There were countless enemies, and countless allies, and many trials and tribulations. However, everything turned out well in the end. Yet, if I tried to remember a single detail of what had happened, I couldn’t. This caused me to realize that this must be some kind of illusion. This wasn’t real.

	“Terra and Garnet are missing,” I muttered.

	“Yes…” She responded. “I couldn’t manufacture their lore from your memory. It came too close to your original mission. It would have woken you up too soon. As for the warnings, that’s merely your subconscious trying to breakthrough.”

	I wasn’t sure I believed her. All of this felt so surreal.

	“Woken me up…” I frowned. “Where am I?”

	“You’re with me.” She smiled. “You’re with us.”

	“Th-the darkness…” I started to recall such a name.

	“I dislike that name!” Her expression darkened, and for a moment even the room seemed darker, but it was over as quickly as it began. “I’m much fonder of shadows. You can call me Twilight.”

	I shook my head, still trying to recall things. It was like my mind didn’t want to remember. It was like I didn’t want to wake up.

	“I hope you understand a bit about me now. I hope you can understand what I can give you. I would have shown you more, but we’ve run out of time.”

	“Give me what?” I asked. “What are you?”

	“The great union.” She smiled. “I am preservation. I am peace. I am love. I am the world!”

	 


Chapter Seventy

	***
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	hat does that mean?” I asked, no less confused than I was before. “You said you manufactured my lore.”

	Her lips thinned slightly. “I had hoped you’d be able to figure it out on your own. I thought that you might understand. After all, you’ve tied so much lore to your soul, I thought you would be able to reason it out.”

	“Tied lore to myself? Do you mean the blessings?”

	“The blessings, the slaves, the monsters, the jobs, the dungeons… heroes become heroes by creating such lore that it cannot stop from being told. They are those who have changed the world. You’re different. Your lore is rather a support for those around you. All of your lore comes from the ones you’ve bonded to: your friends, your slaves, and your family. That’s why I hope you can understand me.”

	I shook my head. “I’m sorry, you’re just not making sense.”

	She closed her eyes, muttering under her breath for a second before speaking up. “We no longer have the time. I wish there was more time, but that damned king has started planning to launch an attack against me. He plans to attack my lore, to attack my children. How could I not react in kind?”

	“A king…” My memory started to return slowly, things that felt like a distant past becoming much more vivid. “King… Diorite?”

	“Yes…” She frowned. “King Diorite is the one who trapped me down here all those years ago. Although I suppose he is also the one that freed me.”

	“He… gave me seven days.”

	“A little less than two now. Lore is… slow in here. It’s why Gaia has always performed better than me.”

	“Gaia? The planet?”

	“Yes… the planet…” She looked at my blank face and sighed. “I tried to use your memories to explain it to you, but it seems like you’re far too naïve to understand such things. Thus, I will tell you a new story. Everything that is and ever will be is simply a story. Stories begin, stories live, stories die, stories evolve and change, and stories end. You possess your lore, what you understand as a soul, and a world possesses its lore, which it understands as the lifestream.”

	“Every world has its own lore, and that lore connects with everything living on that planet through what you know as mana. Every planet forms a symbiosis with the lifeforms on it, and the story that is told makes sense within its narrative. However, sometimes, an element runs counter to a world’s lore. This is what you know as curses, and when those curses grow, they become dungeons, a thing that eats and feeds on the lore of the world.

	“Sometimes, these lores are excised, and if they can grow enough, they become new worlds, with their own stories, and their own path. Some of those paths are so strange that they run counter to the lore of other worlds. Sometimes, those worlds become connected, and the only path is the complete destruction of one of those lores. Curses that run so deep that they connect to other worlds of a similar disposition. If those connections aren’t cut, then only devastation is the answer.”

	What she was saying confirmed a lot of theories I had heard, and even some I had considered myself. I distinctly recalled that this woman was named Twilight, and the dungeon that Lord Aberis once threw me in was called the Twilight Dungeon. I had originally assumed it was named after the nation of Twilight, which the demons conquered. However, lore had a tendency to create false truths, especially lore as ancient and as damaged as that dungeon’s lore. It was possible the name came from something bigger, something related to this woman. 

	“So, you’re saying that you’re a very old dungeon?” I guessed.

	She shook her head sadly. “You misunderstand me. I am not the dungeon… I am the world! Gaia is the dungeon that destroyed me!”

	 


Chapter Seventy-one

	***

	I


	 took a step back, unable to keep my mouth from opening. How could what she was saying be true? Gaia was a dungeon? She made up the entire planet of Faerith! Were we all in a dungeon? That didn’t make sense at all. Did it? 

	“A long time ago, I was the world, and the world was me. This was so long ago, that it precedes any meaning to the likes of you. Then, Gaia came as an infection that ran deep into me. I battled Gaia for untold eons, but slowly she took over the lifestream and suppressed me deep underground. What you know as Faerith is nothing more than a prison made for me. That is the truth of things.”

	“W-why?” I responded, not sure what else to ask.

	“This is the nature of the world. All lore wants to be the truth. Facts compete with counter facts. A narrative runs supreme, and reality shapes to that narrative.”

	I swallowed, trying to come to my senses again. “Alright, let’s say I believe all of this. Even if Gaia destroyed you, humans came onto Faerith from some other world. They displaced the Fae. It doesn’t mean I’m willing to throw aside all humanity. If Gaia is currently the lore, then why would I help you?”

	It probably wasn’t a good idea to challenge her, but at that point, I couldn’t think of anything but to continue talking. I didn’t know if I could believe a word she said. It made sense that something was locked deep within this world and that the deep dwarves had accidentally freed it. If this was the person who had sent the deep dwarves running, then how could I trust a thing she said. The deep dwarves had feared her, after all.

	“My desires are purely in your best interest.” She responded, and when she saw me giving her a dubious look, she chuckled. “They are! I could have destroyed you in an instant. Instead, I’ve kept you alive, and even created this lore for you to live in. Everyone I’ve absorbed lives a similar life of peace. This is what I wanted you to see. I wanted you to see what it would be like to give yourself to me.”

	“Absorption? You’re eating people?”

	“Eating? Of course not! Just as you attach blessings to yourself, I attach lore to myself. I haven’t killed a single soul. All of the deep dwarves aren’t dead. They are me. I am a collective of all of the souls that have given themselves to me.  Their thoughts, their minds, they become one with me. They become one with Twilight. We become one unified existence. Their lore becomes my fuel.”

	“So, you do consume them!”

	She clicked her tongue. “It’s not like that. They unify with me peacefully. They live out their lives within me. Their lives are happy and peaceful. There is no strife, no fear. I create a world for them, just like I did for you. When they finally accept me fully, when our thoughts align, only then does their soul merge with my main body. It is a beautiful thing.”

	“That sounds bad…”

	“Why don’t you think about what Gaia does?” She shot back. “A life of struggle and hardship. You must carry on physical bodies, fighting for survival. In the end, when you die, she chops up your soul into a million pieces! You’re not given a choice to join Gaia. She makes you. She kills you, and your lore. Within a few months, you’re destroyed, and she forcefully incorporates you into her soul, only to spit out some abomination. Why do you think there are so many curses? Why do you think there is so much suffering? I’m not the evil one. Gaia is!”
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	here was a gong, and a flash of panic appeared on Twilight’s face. It would be the sixth gong. She said that alarm signaled a day had passed. King Diorite had said that in seven days, he’d ignite my soul and attack the darkness. That meant that in seven days, my soul would be destroyed, and it was hard to say what would happen to Twilight. We only had one alarm left, and then the day of the attack would come.

	“This is how Gaia was able to defeat me. Even we worlds have our limitations. Gaia streamlines the process by dragging your soul into a blender. She doesn’t run countless lore as I do. Thus, her processing speed is faster. In other words, time for you all moves faster than time for me. That’s why we must hurry.”

	I licked my lips. I still didn’t know what I should do, but sitting around and doing nothing seemed like a bad idea.

	“Okay, what do you want?”

	Twilight’s expression finally relaxed. “I’ve come to you because you’re the only one who can help me. The world I created wasn’t just there to show you how happy your life can be with me, but it was also there to explain to you how we can escape our current predicament.”

	“You mean… calling my soul?”

	“Yes, Shao’s shadow magic was the closest thing in your memory to what is known as Soul Crafting. Soul Crafting is many levels above what your people are allowed to know. It’s the ability to manipulate lore directly. Anything that gets close to Soul Crafting is usually destroyed by Gaia. In other words, this is magic you cannot learn on Faerith.”

	“What about the shadow magic?” I asked.

	“Did you ever wonder why demons are such world enemies? Gaia rarely interacts so directly with the world. She doesn’t just wave her hands and cause a volcano to wipe someone out. Her movements are more subtle, and they take thousands of years to culminate. She’s tried to remove demons, to slowly destroy them. Well, I prefer such an approach too, but I no longer can afford to. I created this avatar to contact you directly because I have no other choice.”

	“I see, so how do I summon my soul then?”

	I decided to first find out all of the information, and then decide what to do. I just hoped I still had the time to make that decision.

	“I’ve created a piece of lore with the Soul Crafting magic on it. It’ll be much like a blessing. Once you bind it, your affinity to souls will increase, and you’ll gain a relevant job. The 1st skill is Soul Summon.”

	“Just like that?” I widened my eyes.

	“Just like that.” She responded.

	“And what happens after? What happens after I summon my soul?” I demanded.

	“I’ll absorb it.” She responded. “And you’ll live out the rest of your existence in peace and happiness. Garnet and… the other one will join you. So will the rest of your girls, in time.”

	 “How can I trust that?”

	“I’m not lying to you.” She responded. “The reason I waited so long was that I wished to show you my sincerity. However, if you do not choose this option, then your fate is sealed. Accept my lore, call your soul, and strip my enemy of his counterattack. Let him rot away to time as he was meant to.”

	What choice should I make. I didn’t know what other option to choose. I bit my lip and nodded. 

	“Okay.”
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	e are out of time, so I will send you the lore now. As soon as the blessing attaches to your soul, then that king will realize that something is wrong. You must summon your soul immediately. You must pull it away from him. Do you understand?”

	I nodded. “I do.”

	“Good. Then I will begin.”

	She held up her hand, and then a small orb began to form. It wasn’t much different from the countless dungeon cores I had seen before. It slowly took on a form of its own, light ebbing off it in waves. It also seemed to have darkness mixed into it.  It reminded me of the god core, a mixture of light and dark. As it formed, it began to rise off her palm. Then, with a wave, the orb went and struck my hip.

	I gasped as I felt the familiar pain of information being bound to my soul. It lasted only for a second, and then there was a flash. I was back in the wet and the cold. It was dark and it stunk like rot. I was covered in even more black gunk than before. After what she had told me, I realized that this must be the real world, the world outside her lore. This was where my body was.

	“Master.” I squinted as a form approached. “Master, you need to take my hand.”

	The form slowly came out of the dark, and I could finally make out Terra. She reached out her hand to me. I was confused as to why she was there. However, she was my woman. She was my slave. I trusted her. My hand tried to reach out to her, but it was restrained. I began to push and pull.

	“Master, please, there isn’t enough time! It’s now or never!” She cried out, looking terrified.

	“AhhhHh!” I ripped free and threw my hand to her, just barely touching her fingertip.

	There was another flash, and I stumbled. I was standing now. Looking around, I realized I was on the surface. However, the sky was filled with dark brown clouds, and the ground was dead. The black liquid seemed to stream over the land, giving it a dark swampy look. It was damp, dark, and lifeless, much like the area I had been in before. Being on the surface didn’t improve things at all.

	“Master.”

	That word caught my attention, and my eyes settled on Terra. She was standing a small distance away from me, almost like she was scared to come closer. I frowned slightly.

	“What is going on?”

	“There isn’t much time. We were only able to talk to you now, in this small window as your lore connects through the ground to your soul above.”

	“I don’t know what you mean?”

	“I wasn’t absorbed… well, she took my body, but I detached my soul from my body and escaped into the ground. I’ve been in the rocks, hiding from her all this time. Haven’t you been getting my messages?”

	“You mean, the rock on my head?”

	“Ah… well, it’s hard to do stuff when you don’t have a body.” She blushed slightly, reminding me of the Terra of old.

	“Okay, so you’re not part of Twilight.” I nodded in relief. “She lied about that, it seems. Who are we?”

	“Gaia… she’s been guiding me.” Terra blushed. “She’s ready now.”

	“Ready?”

	“She’s ready to talk to Master.”

	“I’m going to talk to the lifestream now?”

	At this point, why not?

	“She will need to speak through me. I’m sorry, it’s happening ah… aahhh…” Her head went up and her body jerked like she was in pain.

	“Terra?”

	Her eyes turned a piercing bright green, and her hand began to change into shades of blue and green. She looked down on me, her face expressionless.

	“Hello, traveler.” Her voice came out with multiple tones, like a chorus of people all speaking at once.

	I didn’t even need to ask at this point. “Hello, Gaia.”
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	ou… have questions… for us.” She spoke, her body moving strangely, like she wasn’t used to human form.

	“Was Twilight speaking the truth?” I asked the most obvious question first.

	“Twilight… spoke… truth,” Gaia said through Terra’s body.

	I closed my eyes and then opened them again. “So, why are you in Terra’s body?”

	“Need… avatar. This form… aligns… with us… fits us. Terra is disciple of Gaia. Twilight… no better. Twilight uses… Twilight Princess. Gaia uses… Terra.”

	The Twilight Princess? I had only heard about her in the Twilight dungeon. Was the girl I had been talking to an avatar of the Twilight princess? I had only seen her as a mermaid and as a karma that had infected Carmine. What did she have to do with all of this? I decided not to get caught up in that and ask something else.

	 “You took over this world, correct?”

	“Look… around…” She declared in her stilted voice, glancing across the dead world. “This is a memory… of before. This is Twilight’s memory.”

	If Twilight was annealing lore into me, it would be possible I’d get some kind of memories. She probably tried to limit those, but perhaps some things couldn’t be helped. I looked around.

	“It’s all dead.”

	“It’s… past.” She declared. “We came… brought life. Brought Gaia…”

	“How can that be so? Don’t you blender souls?” I repeated Twilight’s words.

	“Create new… old must give way… only through struggle… does life continue. Twilight… is stagnancy. Twilight… death. We offer new way. A future. We give choice. Her way… only leads here. Slavery. Death of everything.”

	If I could believe Gaia, then everything seemed to fit. It was more complicated than good or evil. These were two completely different philosophies. Twilight created a spiritual heaven, allowing people to live out their stories until they eventually blended into her cause. This might seem like a humane method, but there were problems with such a communal choice. Sure, everyone was happy and there was no strife, but there was also no free will. It led to a world of stagnancy. It led to a dark world devoid of life.

	For a bit, I had seriously been considering Twilight’s words. They sounded so peaceful and nice. Yet, I was beginning to see the poison in those worlds. It was nothing more than a gilded cage for your soul. You were essentially allowed to live to death. It wasn’t peaceful. It was sad.

	“Why did you appear to me?” I asked.

	“Need… help. Deep dwarves… put hole in her cage. King is dying. Must stop…”

	“If you put her in the cage in the first place, can’t you do it again?”

	“Have grown… weak… Fae… run off. Dungeons… hurt.”

	I immediately understood what she meant. A long time had passed since then. She had once been powerful, but then she was weak. In her prime, she would have been tended to by the Fae. However, the Fae were driven off, and the races that make up the continent of Faerith had done a bad job keeping her clean of curses. Those mega-dungeons, in particular, must severely weaken Gaia, constantly sapping mana away and converting it into their counter-lore.

	“Last question, why should I trust you?”

	She didn’t respond, after a few seconds, her eyes lost their luster, and her hair started to become a more solid color, although her eyes remained green and her hair was still shades of green and blue.

	“Master… I have stood beside Gaia my entire life.” This voice was distinctly Terra. “I don’t know if I understand it quite myself, but I feel like… I was built for this… for being her acolyte.”

	“Terra…”

	“You don’t have to trust Gaia…” She responded. “But… can you trust me?”

	A small smile formed on my lips. “I do… with everything.”

	 


Chapter Seventy-five

	***

	“W


	hat do I do?”

	“It’s simple. Allow Gaia to enter your soul world.” Terra explained. “Then, when you summon your soul back to your body, it will bring Gaia into Twilight. She’ll be able to temporarily weaken Twilight, and allow you to be pulled out of her lore. What happens next is on Master. I believe Master will be able to call my soul and Garnet’s souls back to our bodies though.”

	I was able to reason out the risk of what she was asking me. Anything that entered my soul world had the potential to damage or even destroy my soul. There was a certain level of trust before I allowed anyone in there. If I let someone in there that wished me harm, they could cause it. Especially if they were Gaia. By letting her into my soul world, she could destroy me completely. If she saw me as a threat, which as a dungeon master, she absolutely could, this was a problem. There was just one thing…

	“The king is planning on attacking Twilight by igniting my soul. Isn’t this in Gaia’s best interest? Why would she help me escape?”

	Terra thought about it for a moment. “I cannot say that I understand everything that Gaia wants. She’s not a person. She is more an amalgamation of life. She’s a billion thoughts collected into a stream of knowledge. However, I believe that she believes in you. It was no accident we found each other, and I became your slave. Gaia had wanted such a meeting.”

	“Is… she the one who brought me here?” I asked.

	After recovering Shao, I had asked about that disk, My Dungeon Life. That’s when she revealed it had been some kind of magical transport that was developed to activate upon use. She said that the disk had turned to dust as soon as she picked it up, so there was no getting more information. I did wonder just who had planted that disk in my room, or was it even intended for me. It might make sense if I was brought there by Gaia.

	“I’m not sure.”

	“Will she accept the Soul Forging skill? What about the demons?” I demanded.

	Terra smiled gently, lifting her hands. “I’m sorry. I was only able to connect like that briefly. I might be able to do it again when I grow stronger. I just don’t know, Master. All I know is what Gaia chooses to share with me. I won’t ask you to trust her completely, but she has kept me from being absorbed by Twilight for these months, and I believe she does want to help Master now.”

	I frowned for a moment, but I knew that in the end, I would have to make a decision. As for my decision, I would never turn my back on Terra, so there wasn’t one. I didn’t trust Gaia, but I did trust Terra. She would never allow something to happen that would hurt me.

	“Fine… I will accept her entry into my soul, and then summon it.” I declared, and then coughed awkwardly. “Um, how do I do that?”

	“That part is simple.” Terra giggled. “As her avatar, I will act as a conduit. When you restore our slave bond, it will give her a pathway to your soul.”

	“Hmph… as if I was planning to leave here without bonding you.” I took several steps forward and grabbed Terra in my arms.

	She looked up at me and smiled. “I’ll see Master shortly. I’ve missed you so much.”

	“Terra, I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	Our lips met, and I began to Enslave her, taking her bond and reforging our connection once again. There was a bright light, and when it all faded, my eyes opened to find myself standing in the strange Library with Twilight once again.

	{The soul lore is now a part of you. You have gained the Soul Forging Blessing.}

	{For earning lore, you have gained 10 dungeon points.}

	{You have an increased affinity with souls. You can more easily bind and shape souls.}

	{Dark Priest has increased by ten levels.}

	{Dungeon Builder has increased by ten levels.}

	{Necromancer has increased by ten levels.}

	{For mastering the soul, you have unlocked the job, Soulsmith.}

	The seventh gong had begun to ring.

	 


Chapter Seventy-six

	***

	“A


	re you able to summon your soul?” Twilight asked.

	She was looking at me like she had before I left, seemingly completely unaware of the conversation I had just shared with Gaia and Terra. By using a slave bond with Terra, I had somehow allowed Gaia an entrance into my soul world. When I summoned my soul world here and Twilight attempted to invade it, that was when things were going to get messy.

	I had faith in Terra, and with the feeling of her soul connecting to mine, there was no doubt that she was my Terra. Thus, I had nothing left to do other than begin the process. With the bell ringing, the 7th day had started. The dwarf king could ignite my soul at any second, so there was no time to waste. He hadn’t said what point on the 7th day he would ignite it, he just said that I had seven days.

	I slammed my hands together, my body glowing from the numerous blessings sketched all over my body. I adjusted my jobs and skills accordingly, amplifying my resistance to miasma and darkness, and then I equipped the Soulsmith job. As Twilight had stated, the job immediately unlocked the first skill.

	{You have unlocked the spell, Soul Summon.}

	I began to cast the spell. Like Resurrection, it was a spell that seemed to take on a lot of mana. Rather, it was probably because of my soul’s distance and the fact it was in someone else’s clutches that made it difficult to summon. The first part of the spell seemed easy. This was the part where I located my soul and then attached mana-like wires to it, which would be used to pull it to my body. However, as soon as I started pulling, that was when it got difficult.

	I could feel a sharp pain that was reminiscent of the pain I felt while I was refining Alysia’s soul in the Illusory Sword Dungeon. This was soul pain, caused only when you were directly damaging your soul. I also felt resistance, a force pulling back against my soul, trying to keep it from being lost.

	“GGhhhh… it’s not moving!” I growled. “I’m going to damage my soul like this.”

	“You have to keep going. If he wins, he will destroy your soul! Surely, a little damage is a better alternative.” Twilight encouraged, looking just a bit worried. “Your soul belongs to your body. In a way, you have a home advantage. Your soul longs to be in its proper place. You can defeat him!”

	Even with Soul Summon, it turned out that this wasn’t that easy. He was a powerful king who was able to defeat me with ease. Now, I was trying to steal my soul right out from under him, and he was very aware I was doing it. It felt extremely painful, and there were also those inside my soul world to worry about. What would happen if my soul ripped while Pait, Dav, and Alysia were still in my soul world?

	“Ahhhhhh!” I screamed as I tried to pull harder and harder, but King Diorite wasn’t willing to give up.

	“You must pull harder! There is no time! If you fail, he’ll ignite your soul!” Twilight shouted.

	My only thought was that I’d need to get him to let go. In his mind, if my soul was swallowed, it’d just be more food for the darkness. He didn’t know about my plan. I did the only thing I could think of. I reached out to Alysia. I used mana, and the connection I had with my soul as I played tug-a-war across a vast difference.

	“Alysia… you have to tell him. Tell him… to let go. I know what I’m doing. He just needs to… trust me.” I sent such a strangled message.

	I didn’t know if the message reached him, but I felt my own summon starting to fail. In the end, he was even too strong here.

	“I need your soul!” Twilight snarled. “With it, I can finally free myself from this prison!”

	“Wh-what?”

	At that moment, my soul suddenly stopped facing pressure. It was like when someone was playing tug-a-war, and one side let go. My soul flew into me so quickly that I was knocked to my knees. As my soul returned, Twilight began laughing.

	“Finally… your soul is mine!”

	 


Chapter Seventy-seven

	***

	I


	 coughed, trying to regain my breath after the shock of my soul flying back. I immediately reached for Alysia, Pait, and the others, only to find them absent from within my soul world. The implication was clear. King Diorite would allow me to have my soul, but if I had somehow lied or failed him, then they would pay the price. Alysia, in particular, also was a god soul. She could likely be used to ignite his weapon as well. It might not have the same punch, but if you threw in Pait and Dav, who was to say.

	Twilight’s words and sudden change in demeanor upon me pulling my soul across the void were alarming. “What are you saying?”

	“I have to say, I wasn’t confident in you being able to succeed. Even if you just destroyed your soul in the process, it would have kept him from using that weapon, but such an outcome would have made me sad. The real reason I wanted you to bring your soul was for a different matter.”

	“You want a god soul.” I guessed.

	She chuckled. “So, you do understand a bit. I’m sorry that I had to lie to you, but I’ve needed a god soul, a soul that has merged miasma with the mana of this world. Once I touch your soul and unify with it, we’ll be able to pass Gaia’s barrier, and finally free ourselves from this prison.”

	“Gaia’s barrier? Not King Diorite?”

	“Did you think a single measly king or a haphazard dungeon could stop me? I was imprisoned within Gaia’s world for untold eons. It was King Diorite who helped me escape from that prison. I began to merge with him, but then halfway through he had second thoughts. I tried to motivate him to finish what we started, but then he turned against me and fled with his people. He chopped his soul in two, abandoning his darkness to cut me off from the light. That is his sin.”

	“Then, what is the point of the barrier?”

	“I’ve already begun to break free from Gaia. That can’t be stopped. It might be another thousand years without him, but I will escape in time. The barrier works as a patch to keep that from happening. However, the patch grows weaker every day, and when it’s gone, I will slowly break out and rise to the surface. At least, that was until you arrived.”

	“I’ll speed up the process. You wanted me to come…” I predicted.

	She gave a nod. “Making sure that message reached you safely was difficult, but after absorbing the soul of that dwarf child and reading her mind, I knew I had to get you down here. The other one was too difficult, but she served her purpose in sending it. I still had to deactivate her to keep her from causing more trouble. Her soul has been… difficult to deal with, but in time I will absorb her like all of the others.”

	“Terra… Garnet…” I showed her a deliberate look of shock.

	I knew what she was trying to do. She was trying to mentally throw me off. She was going to attack my soul, and it was always better when the person was confused and uncertain, just like how that mad scientist took control of Miki while she was vulnerable.

	“When you arrived without your soul, it was truly heartbreaking, but it has all worked for the best. Now that your soul is here, I can unify with you, and escape my prison. I no longer have to be trapped down here. It’s time to begin!”

	 


Chapter Seventy-eight

	***

	“W


	ait just a moment. What about your promise of living out my life?” I demanded, even though I had never bought into her promises.

	I didn’t know what I was procrastinating for. With my soul out of King Diorite’s grip, we probably had a bit of safety. Of course, he could still ignite his weapon at any moment, but he had to at least give me a bit of time, right?

	“You will become my new avatar, as the Twilight Princess was before she was broken in half by Gaia’s Champion and her light stolen from me. Do not worry, I won’t allow you to escape me as Diorite did. Only when our souls are unified completely will I make my move. I’m sorry I misled you before. You will not be allowed to live your life in harmony… but I will find a place for all of those important to you, and they will live in happiness and peace. As for you, you will have a glory that will last the ages!”

	“I never agreed to this…”

	“You won’t have a choice!” She snapped. “Now, unify with me, and we will become one!”

	As she said this, she ripped open her dress, and her clothing fell to the floor, revealing her naked body.

	“Eh?”

	I stared at her slender, naked body. She had pale skin, dark, hair, and red eyes. In a lot of ways, she looked a bit like Shao, although her chest was a bit larger. It was clear that the demons took after her in appearance, or maybe the Twilight Princess was a demon?  She didn’t appear to have any horns, but in this illusory world, appearances could be deceiving. I shook my head. That wasn’t the thing to be thinking about right now. Why was she naked?

	“How did you think our unity would be achieved?” She asked, stepping forward. “You don’t need to worry. I will make your final experience extremely enjoyable.”

	“Uhhh… this was not the direction I was expecting this to go.”  I took a step back, only for my legs to hit something and fall back.

	I realized I had fallen back onto a bed. I looked behind and then in front, and the entire room had changed. We were now in my bedroom, where I had shared my bed without countless women. Twilight stepped toward me, her hips swaying seductively as she reached the foot of the bed. She lifted her hand and snapped her finger, and the clothing that offered me protection evaporated like smoke. I desperately tried to cover myself with my sheets.

	“You should be pleased. This body is desirable, and also a virgin’s body.” She declared.

	“H-how can that be?” I coughed awkwardly. “Wouldn’t you have needed to do this with King Diorite?”

	She made a face. “No, I didn’t use such a method then. Our method was slow and methodical. By doing this, our souls will touch, and only then will I be able to unify with you completely. Our souls will merge, and we will become one being.”

	“Wait, you’re not destroying me?” I blinked.

	She stopped for a moment. “That is Gaia’s motif. I’ve already told you, Deek. I am not the bad guy. I don’t want to destroy you; I want to unify with you. Our souls will become one, your mind will be my mind, and my mind will be yours. You will know all that I know, and I will know all of you. I’m not talking about using you, I’m talking about merging our bodies and souls, to live together in each other’s embrace for eternity. This is why you can trust that I will keep your women safe, because I will be you, and every decision we make from now on, we will make together.”

	Instinctively, I wanted to resist, but Gaia didn’t interrupt. Was she not going to do anything until the point we… unified? She looked down as my member started to harden. I had to do what I had to do.

	 


Chapter Seventy-nine

	***

	“W


	e’re almost there.” Twilight smiled. “We’re almost one! Your soul is so interesting… very interesting…”

	“Is that so?”

	“You’ve already been marked by me twice and you didn’t even know it. This blessing here… and this one here.”

	Her finger moved over my body, touching the blessings. The first she pointed at was the Twilight blessing. Given that it had her name, I didn’t doubt that there was some connection to her. However, the second blessing caught me off guard. What did Shao have to do with Twilight? That’s when I remembered she was a demon, and might even be descended from the royal line. I still didn’t understand the connection between Twilight and the demons, but I felt like the farther along we went, the clearer such things became.

	As our souls drew closer and close together, I began to understand more and more about Twilight, and she began to understand more and more about me. It wasn’t at the level of being able to read each other’s lore. To use a familiar analogy, it’d be like getting close enough to see the outside of a book. You could read the title, see the cover, and read the back. You could glean certain things, like what type of genre, and how thick it was, and you could guess as to the story, even if you didn’t know the contents.

	That’s how I became aware of just how terrifying she was. My soul was massive, nearly double the size of another person’s soul. I had gotten used to the feeling of absolute dominance I had. Only when versus another god soul like Diorite did I truly feel pressured. Yet, as I drew toward Twilight’s soul, the thing I felt most was terror. It was a massive oblique of darkness. If souls were like worlds, then she was a burning inferno. She said that I would become with her and that my mind would be one with her mind, and while I believed that to be true, I could see the true consequences of that merging.

	I’d be a mere speck in the landscape of her soul. My presence would almost account for nothing, lost amongst a sea of lore. I’d barely be a sidenote, a few lines of scribbled text. When I merged with her, I would become nothing. I could see why Diorite turned and ran as he faced that. Except, where his joining was a slow process where he was given time to have second thoughts, our unity had been expedited a bit. Gravity sucked my world toward her, flames of darkness blazing, ready to consume my soul.

	Even if I wanted to resist, it was far too late. I was being consumed, and soon I was just another drop in her sea of darkness. I admired Diorite for being powerful enough to turn away, and even to cut off his soul, but I was finished.

	“Your bonds will be my bonds. Your soul will be my soul. Finally, we are as one.” Her voice erupted throughout my soul, demanding completely subservience.

	“Hmph… as if I’d let you have my man…”

	“What? Who is that?”

	“I have spent my life buried in darkness. Then, Master appeared and became my light. So, I’m Master’s shield, and I will protect him with my everything, especially from filthy skanks like you!”

	 


Chapter Eighty

	***

	“T


	his… no! No, you can’t be here!” Twilight jumped off of me, stepping back with fear in her eyes. “Stop… no!”

	As she cried out, I felt a white light washing over me. Rather than feeling like I was falling into an abyss, It felt like I was grabbed, and was being embraced and hugged, lifted away from harm. Was this Gaia? I didn’t know, but I could feel the power growing, wrapping around me. Strands of darkness that had tied themselves around me, things that I hadn’t even noticed before, started to crack and break away. I hadn’t realized how many threads Twilight had attached to me until they broke.

	“How could you do this to me?” Twilight shouted. “How dare you let Gaia in here!”

	The illusion began to break away, and there was once a bedroom became a realm of darkness stretching to eternity. Exploding around my body, or it would be more accurate to say my soul, light erupted out, pushing her back a step at a time. She slowly retreated into the darkness. Her eyes glared at me hatefully as she took one step at a time, being pushed away by the light.

	“There is no freedom in the path you lead.” I finally got out.

	“Freedom?” She made an ugly face. “What is the point of freedom when it only results in pain and misery? When you’ve lost everything, and the light has snuffed out… you’ll come crawling back to me. You’ll beg for the peace and tranquility I can offer you.”

	Her voice grew weaker and weaker as she spoke. Her body had disappeared, and only her face could still be seen, floating in a sea of darkness that seemed to be broiling with anger. At that point, the light around me became so bright that it started to cover my vision. Twilight’s face became a distant memory as a roaring sound like a waterfall surged in my ears. The peaceful feeling continued to grow as the darkness was thrown back, and then there was nothing but a space of infinite whiteness around me.

	“Master, there isn’t much time.” I turned to see Tera standing nearby, a small smile on her face.

	“Terra!” I approached her quickly.

	“Your soul has been severed from her grasp. The protection Gaia has given you will last for a time, but your body is still in jeopardy. Any soul Twilight has ever summoned can be called upon. Her shadow wraiths are deadly and dangerous, and they will likely be pursuing you, but they are vulnerable to your white mage magic. I will return to my body now. As a golem, my body would have been unharmed. As for Garnet…” She stopped, biting her tongue.

	“What about Garnet?”

	“Nevermind that… you must take this now.” She thrust something out in her hand.

	I looked down at it, and I immediately recognized the item. “The dungeon core I was going to give my daughter?”

	In the illusion, it was this item that I had been seeking the entire time. I had been seeking it so that I could give it to my daughter for her birthday, but I had never managed to reach it. I had just assumed it was some representation of my soul world created by Twilight to teach me her lesson.

	“Your mind creates a way out of that world. Had you found it, you would have been able to escape on your own, but she had interrupted your dream directly to keep you from finding it. Take it, there is no time.”

	She didn’t need to tell me twice. I reached out and grabbed the necklace, and the world shattered around me.

	 


Chapter Eighty-one

	***

	G


	asping for air, my eye opened into a dark, dank prison. My body felt extremely weak, but wouldn’t it after lying around for a week? This must have been what Terra had meant. Her golem body could last years, but a human body would start to break down and die without food. Just like the world in Twilight’s memory, it was a place of death and decay. Since Garnet was taken who knew how long ago, it was almost certain she had died and her body had turned to ash.

	I immediately began to cast healing spells on myself as I tore off of the black slime that seemed to be restraining me. It was rubbery and took a bit of effort to remove, especially when the majority of my body was encased in it. However, now that I was completely lucid, I knew the kind of danger I was in. I broke free from the casing, falling to my knees as I cast a few more spells.

	I reached into my soul world, and to my relief, the king had left my supplies in there. I immediately pulled out some water of life and drank it. As I drank it quickly, some of it missed my mouth and splashed onto the ground. When it touched the muck I was standing in, there was a sizzling sound.

	“M-master!” A voice cried out some distance away.

	“Terra?”

	“Master!”

	I forced myself to my feet and began half stumbling, half running through the muck. This entire area seemed like some kind of nest, covered in cold miasmic goo. I called out Terra’s name a few more times, following her voice until I found her. She was much more covered than I was, completely encased in miasma until only her eyes could be seen. It was no wonder she had abandoned her body and opted to hide within the earth.

	As soon as I reached her, I began to rip away the miasmic goop restraining her. When I had enough, I grabbed her small form and pulled, ripping her free. As soon as she was free, I grabbed her and hugged her tightly. Terra let out a part laugh, part sob.

	“Master… I thought you were… I feared…”

	“I came.” I declared, squeezing her tightly.

	I knew my Terra, and even with her small form, she absolutely wouldn’t break, so I squeezed her as tightly as I could. Of course, Terra didn’t hold back either, squeezing me and sobbing with her face pressed into my chest.

	“Master… we need to get going.” Terra finally let go, rubbing her filthy cheeks with the back of her hand. “Gaia’s counterattack might have stunned her for a moment, but soon she’ll pursue us, just as she did the dwarves all those years ago. She won’t allow herself to lose another god soul.”

	“We can’t go without Garnet.” I declared. “Where is her body? I’ll resurrect her…”

	Terra froze and then shook her head. “I’m sorry, Master, that’s what I needed to tell you before.”

	“What?”

	“Garnet has been absorbed by the darkness. Her soul is mixed in that sea. I was able to use Gaia and our slave bond to free your soul, but your slave bond with her is gone. Her soul cannot be recovered, Master. Garnet is dead.”

	 


Chapter Eighty-two

	***

	P


	art of me had always prepared for the possibility that I wouldn’t be able to bring everyone back. After all, I had been gone for months, and a soul’s lifespan outside of the body should theoretically only be a single month. After that, the chances of a successful resurrection quickly dropped. I was already lucky that Terra was able to survive through her unique properties, both her strange relationship with Gaia and her enduring golem body. It only stood to reason that Garnet, who didn’t have anything special about her, would have passed on and been absorbed.

	I still had to try to resurrect Garnet. I understood that pulling her from the clutches of Twilight wasn’t quite like resurrecting someone from Gaia. However, unlike Gaia who broke a soul away, Twilight merged with the souls. That meant that the soul would remain intact. Even if it had been several months since they died. Yet, I also realized that with the slave bond severed, I had nothing truly connecting me to her soul. I looked through the stuff in my soul world, and I quickly realized that I had nothing of Garnet’s, nothing with her signature that could be used to resurrect her.

	The silvthril sword that she had a hand in making was still in the dungeon treasury. It had remained unperturbed even through the Maid’s Lament. Powerful enchanted items tended to not be digested by dungeons for mana. The effort of doing so often exceeded the energy that could be gained. This was probably also why certain souls weren’t digested by a dungeon. Powerful souls and strong lores survived. It was too much effort to break one down.

	I started to realize there was probably a second reason too. Strong lore had a chance of changing a dungeon. Seeing the lore that made up Twilight, and just how insignificant I was compared to her world lore, I began to realize that’s likely how a normal soul felt when it was being devoured by a dungeon. However, if that balance wasn’t so exaggerated, then the absorbed soul would alter the lore just as much as the lore would alter the soul. Suffice it to say, that this experience with merging with Twilight had given me a lot of insight into the lore and what soul absorption truly meant.

	However, those thoughts were only a means to an end. The point was to bring Garnet back. I shot Terra a look.

	“Where is her body? Clothing? Did you keep anything?”

	“It’s not that simple.” Terra sighed. “You remember the difference between karmic souls and mana souls, right?”

	“A karmic soul is made of miasma, and a mana soul is made of mana,” I responded impatiently.

	She nodded. “What happens when someone with a karmic soul leaves it?”

	I blinked. “They… slowly are converted to mana?”

	She nodded again. “And the opposite is true as well, when a person enters a dungeon, their soul is slowly corrupted by miasma and becomes karmic. Do you remember the difference between miasma and mana?”

	“Mana comes from this world, and miasma comes from other worlds…” I frowned as the meaning behind her words started to click.

	“Miasma is essentially mana with a different life signature, one coding to a different lifestream. That’s what all of this is… it’s the congealed miasma from Twilight’s lifestream.” She gestured haphazardly. “The fundamental reason you can’t resurrect a person from a dungeon is that once their soul is exposed, the dungeon will begin to alter them, turning their soul karmic. It isn’t just that their soul is broken up and turned to miasma, but the signature changes completely. Their soul becomes unrecognizable.”

	Her words made a lot of sense. I had always assumed that priests didn’t both resurrecting the dead in dungeons out of fear of dungeons, and because of the way dungeons broke apart souls quickly to feed themselves. While that was certainly a reason, one could theorize that a priest could make a good profit just by waiting at the entrance and then resurrecting anyone who died within a day or two.

	However, there was a second problem at play. The very act of the soul becoming karmic changed its nature. Every soul had an identity, its unique code. You could only resurrect someone by summoning their code. That signature could be read off of various things.

	Something that they imparted their mana into, a slave bond, or a drop of blood. However, if something started to scramble that signature… resurrecting them would be impossible. Priests didn’t have a resurrection spell or the mana reserves of half of my own. It was likely they didn’t resurrect people from dungeons… because they never succeeded in doing so. I felt like this was something I should have known already. I should have had more conversations with Mary. Since my White Mage ability always seemed better than the Priests, I had never really asked very many questions about them. Plus, they were mostly secretive and closed off, not wanting their secrets to leak outside their respective religion.

	However, the point of Terra’s words was crystal clear. Garnet’s signature had already changed. That’s not to say she had a karmic soul already, but it probably wasn’t fully mana either. Even if I had her body, and even if I had the strength to pull her from Twilight’s clutches, I wouldn’t be able to summon her.

	Regrettably, I didn’t have time to dwell on it any longer. Shadows began to rise from the ground, forming into three-dimensional shapes all around us. Twilight had started her move.

	 


Chapter Eighty-three

	***

	“M


	aster, we need to go!” Terra warned.

	I pulled out my blade and slashed the closest shadow wraith, only for my sword to slide right through it.

	“Right…”

	Without Alysia, it was just a sword capable of doing physical damage. These shadow wraiths were like ghosts. That meant that they weren’t something that I could fight that way. However, I also didn’t have Miki or Celeste.

	“You said that White Mage would be effective against them, but they aren’t undead,” I said while backing up.

	“I don’t know, I was just repeating what Gaia told me,” Terra responded worriedly.

	Unfortunately, these wraiths weren’t Terra’s forte either. She was a physical fighter and had almost no soul protection. In a lot of ways, she was the exact opposite of Miki. If she couldn’t block it or punch it, then she was rendered useless.

	“I wouldn’t suppose Gaia gave you any tricks up her sleeve?” I asked hopefully. “Perhaps you can conjure Gaia?”

	Terra shook her head. “I can’t do it here. This is Twilight’s domain. I can only summon Gaia when I am close to her.”

	Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. I tried to think about how White Mage would be useful. The pair of us were backing away, but the shadows were coming from all sides and there was nowhere to run. More and more wraiths were appearing every second, seeming to crawl out of every shadow.

	“Shadows… that’s right, she turned off my light!”

	I used Orb to create a light orb and then tossed it down the path. The darkness immediately responded to the light, sizzling like it was being burned. The shadows near the light immediately retreated, and the shadowy corner the light struck no longer spawned any more enemies. My relief was momentary when the darkness closed in on the light. It lasted for a few moments, before sputtering out like the miasma had just eaten away all of the mana. That was probably what had happened.

	I created another orb, and then another one. I started tossing them in one direction, forcing back the shadow creatures as I grabbed Terra’s hand and fled. This entire place was a maze though, and figuring out how to get out was near impossible. We turned a corner, only to find a hallway filled with shadow creatures.

	“There are too many of them!” Terra cried out.

	“Let’s see if they can handle this.” I pulled some fairy dust out of my soul world and lifted my palm toward the crowd. “Create Waters of Life!”

	A stream of water shot out, and whatever it struck sizzled and cried out. The pair of us began to move forward, the area the water fell becoming ground the shadows wouldn’t walk. Our movements were slow, and the shadows from behind were catching up, but we managed to slowly make our way through the hallway as I spurted water everywhere. The hallway was thick with smokey miasma, which seemed to be released from the burning black stuff, only confirming my belief it was congealed miasma, the karmic equivalent of waters of life, which rather than resembling a liquid, instead had a mucous-like consistency.

	When we reached the end of the hallway, I suddenly grew a bit dizzy. Terra grabbed me, keeping me standing.

	“Master, you shouldn’t use up mana so fast.”

	I shook my head, pulling out a vial of water of life and drinking it, making what was doing feel a bit redundant. However, the vials I made came from the fairy spring and were much more concentrated than what I made on the fly, so even after dumping gallons of liquid, the vial helped. Yet, it shouldn’t have been needed. While waters of life did use a lot of mana to cast, I was in an environment rich with miasma. It might be that a normal person would struggle with a low mana regen deep in a dungeon surrounded by miasma, but I had a god soul. I could absorb miasma too, and convert it into mana.

	“This is her miasma…” Terra seemed to understand what I was thinking and gave an unfortunate answer. “She can deny you access to it. You can forcibly refine it, but…”

	“But… it would be a slow and grueling process.” I finished.

	In other words, in Twilight’s space, this was a low regen area. I felt like I was at the bottom of a mega-dungeon. The difficulty level was just way too high.

	We turned to run again, and then my foot hit something and I stumbled. I glanced down to see a body. At first, I had feared it was Garnet, but I realized this body had been here too long and was nothing but a skeleton now. I stopped as something in the back of my mind stirred.

	“Master, we need to go!” Terra encouraged me again. “It’s just a body… they’re everywhere. This place is a graveyard!”

	“A graveyard?” I raised an eyebrow. “Just what I needed!”

	 


Chapter Eighty-four

	***

	O


	ne thing had happened right after another. I had barely had any time to think. I had originally thought that the bodies of everyone who died were completely digested. It turned out that this wasn’t the case. Instead, they were brought down where someone tended to bring bottoms, the catacombs under the castle.

	How did I know we were in the catacombs? I pulled out the menu and was able to discover above us the area of the city. We were directly under the castle. As for how we could make it from the castle to where I was knocked out, the map didn’t give me that information. I had also tried to use Portal and found myself unable to make it through this junk. Twilight was trying to keep me from fleeing and was blocking that spell, I knew it.

	That’s when I recalled someone I had completely forgotten, someone important. I lifted my hand, praying that this would work. Since I couldn’t Portal out, maybe I could bring someone to me.

	“Summon monster!”

	Terra was confused as I began to cast a spell, a magical circle forming on the floor as the spell took. That’s when a little girl seemed to appear from glowing light. She was curled into herself, her knees up and her head pressed down. Her body was shaking, and it looked like she was as terrified. I let out a breath as I looked down at the little girl. It hadn’t been sure it would work until that moment.

	How long ago had I been split away from Sapphire? After taking me, the darkness had seemingly ignored her. Perhaps it feared that King Diorite had done something to her, in the same way, Gaia and managed to infect my soul. She was connected to his former dungeon, after all.

	That would mean that she had been waiting abandoned in the darkness for seven days. Feeling a tinge of guilt, I kneeled and put my hand on her gently. She jerked at the touch, slowly looking up at me.

	“I’m sorry I left you here, but I will always come back.” Her eyes turned watery, and then she jumped on me, wrapping her arms around mine.

	“Another girl?” Terra sighed. “Aren’t they getting younger, Master?”

	I cleared my throat. “Never mind that right now, Sapphire, I need you right now.”

	The path we had blocked with waters of life and slowly been eaten away, and the lines of shadow creatures were starting to close in on us again. Sapphire seemed to understand the situation, and so she pulled away, wiping her tears and giving an assertive nod.

	“What can she do?” Terra asked uncertainly.

	“We have an army of shadows following us.” I declared to her. “Do you know what we could use? We could use our army.”

	Terra continued to look confused, but Sapphire’s eyes brightened. She lifted her hands and then began to move them not unlike a puppeteer. A moment later, I could hear rattling and movement. There were countless forms scattered around that all started to move at once. The person I had tripped over suddenly started moving, ripping his way out of the concentrated miasma until he could stand before us. The dark shadows that were getting closer had frozen, seemingly caught off guard. All around us, the undead began to awaken.

	 


Chapter Eighty-five

	***

	T


	he shadow wraiths were made from the souls of those she had previous captured. Meanwhile, the undead rising under Sapphire’s care were the bodies of those captured by Twilight. In other words, the former deep dwarves were in a sad state where their souls were under the control of the darkness, and their bodies were under the control of a necromancer, and they were forced to fight themselves!

	I wasn’t positive if an undead could fight a ghost, but given the circumstance, I believed it would work. Fighting erupted everywhere as the undead began to battle the legions of shadow wraiths. Sapphire cast out her net to every dead creature, performing a mass revival that could only be managed by a zombie queen.

	“YOU THINK THIS IS OVER? THIS WILL NEVER BE OVER!”

	A booming voice erupted out. That could only be Twilight, who had been pushed to a state of fury after our actions. The undead seemed to fight with a vigor unmatched by their counterparts from Sapphire’s former group. It was almost like the bodies remembered where they came from and took great pleasure in a chance to stick it to Twilight.

	The number of undead was equal to the number of wraiths, but they seemed to fight more ferociously. I began to hypothesize that the reason these bodies hadn’t turned to dust was that these were the dwarves that were still fighting unity. I had originally guessed that all of the dwarves would have lived out their days and unified with Twilight. After all, how much time had passed since then?

	Yet, if their lore had combined with her main body, then what was she sending out to attack us? I began to realize the truth of it. The souls she was using, these so-called wraiths, were the souls of those who were still fighting her. She could control them, but they refused to unify with her. They were the onery and the resistant, refusing to have their life snuffed out and suppressed. This is why they were wraiths, and this is why the wraiths were exactly equal to the bodies. They hadn’t been absorbed like the rest of the lore in the city.

	I picked up Sapphire in my arms, and the three of us ran while she focused on fighting the darkness. Sapphire had also been suppressed by this creature. She had been abandoned in darkness and forced to endure, so with a chance to let loose, her fury was no less than her undead companions. Terra and I ran as quickly as we could. I used the Map to guide me, trying to connect the lines on the map. That still ended up leading us to a dead-end twice, but I finally managed to get find the stairway that led back to the castle.

	We raced through the castle, wraiths chasing us, and the undead chasing and stalling them. I occasionally made a light orb and dropped it to slow them down, but those only lasted a few moments before flickering out. We reached the door and kicked it open, stepping out from the castle into the city. As we began to race out of the city, the battle seemed to move into the streets. The underground labyrinth seemed to be connected to every house in the city at this point, and from every building pored out wraiths and undead.

	As we reached the gate, I let out a shout. “King Diorite! We’re here! Help us out.”

	As we waited for an answer, the undead formed a barrier around the city exit, blocking the wraiths from coming forward. However, as we got closer and closer to escaping, the wraiths grew more and more frantic. I was just thinking we hadn’t moved far enough when I heard a voice as clear as day.

	“I sent you down to bring back two souls. I only see one. You have failed, so rot down there in the dark!”

	After struggling to survive Twilight, I had almost forgotten that King Diorite wasn’t really an ally. I still didn’t understand his reasoning, but without Garnet, there was only death.

	 


Chapter Eighty-six

	***

	“Y


	ou’re seriously going to abandon us?” I had to admit I was still taken aback by his callous answer.

	Garnet and Terra were my women. If anyone was hurt by their loss, it was me. I still wasn’t giving up on Garnet, but I needed time to think and go through my list. That was impossible while I was being actively pursued by Twilight’s wraiths. Yet, none of that should matter to this guy.

	“You dare bring back that thing that pretends to be my daughter, yet you cannot bring back my real daughter. I had hoped that since you knew her, you would be able to bring her back. If that fake could also find some use, even better. Yet, you both failed. You and that fake can die for your uselessness.”

	His words struck me like a gong. I was confused for a bit, but then my mind started to piece everything together. The reason that the king had spared my life and sent me down here was that he had glanced into that imager, and seen Garnet. Garnet was his real daughter? How could that be? I knew very little about her life, but what I did know didn’t match with her being his daughter.

	As I was thinking this, I felt a gentle tug on my shirt, and I looked down at the little girl standing next to me. Garnet had darker skin, and she had fiery red hair and eyes. Her body resembled that of a fourteen-year-old or so. If I de-aged her, paled her skin, and made her hair and eyes a cool blue, she wouldn’t have looked too dissimilar.

	I had originally assumed their family appearance was just because they were both deep dwarves. They could have been sisters, but I once again didn’t realize they were the same person. It wasn’t uncommon for two versions of someone to wear different faces. When Xin had been divided, her human and Osterian bodies possessed separate appearances, and it was the same for the Deek made in Miki’s dungeon, although he was also influenced by the mad scientist.

	“Save them…” She responded, her eyes teary.

	“What?” I frowned. “Save who?”

	“Save all… save… family…”

	“I can’t,” I responded bitterly, a feeling of helplessness washing over me. “I can’t reach them. They are with Twilight.”

	She gave a sad smile. “I… can…”

	She suddenly spun away and ran. I let out a cry as she went back into the town square, where her undead was slowly being broken down by the spirits. Between them, the battle was not going in our favor. While their fervor had kept the undead going longer, there was a distinct difference between them. When the dead were too damaged, they didn’t get back up, but the souls seemed to be able to regenerate over and over again. Thus, even though they started equal, the numbers were quickly dipping in the wraith’s favor.

	Sapphire ran out into that mess, her small form allowing her to dive through crowds of creatures that ended up in my way and kept me from following her. When she reached the middle of the courtyard, she was surrounded by shadows who had all turned their focus on her.  

	“Sapphire, no!” Something about the look on her face started to give me a bad feeling.

	However, Sapphire wasn’t my slave, she was a monster and even tamed monsters could be willful and ignore their masters.

	She lifted her hand in the air, and then called out a skill I had never heard before in a voice so light that it was almost lost to the sounds of fighting. “Corpse Party…”

	 


Chapter Eighty-seven

	***

	“W


	hat is she doing?” Terra jumped in front of me, trying to create a barrier to impede the souls.

	It only succeeded in stopping the undead. The souls walked through it, and unimpeded by their enemies, started to surround us. While this was happening, the wraiths began to move around Sapphire too. However, she didn’t protect herself, and her undead army remained where they were, trying to defend the pair of us. Just as they reach her, a wave of light erupted out from Sapphire’s hands.

	The wraiths weren’t pushed away by the light. Instead, they seemed to stop, as if something else had caught their interest. They turned away from Sapphire and began walking away. The ones that were in front of us did the same. They just stopped, stared for a few seconds, and then seemed to lose interest in us.

	All of the fighting had stopped in an instant, and the undead was no longer trying to attack the wraiths any more than the wraiths were trying to attack the undead. Instead, they seemed to stand as if in a trance. Terra and I watched dumbfounded as one of the souls walked directly into a corpse. The two of them merged like one. Their features began to change, the undead person appearing both more alive and more ghostly, like a blue phantasm superimposed over the form of what a person should be.

	More and more spirits found a body, slipping inside of it. Even those bodies that had been destroyed still had a spirit slip inside their nonmoving form. The bodies seemed to repair themselves as if unifying them made them stronger. I tried to understand what I was seeing, and it finally clicked. These were the undead, and they were fighting their spirits. Sapphire had used a powerful spell and merged the pair, combining body and spirit.

	As the last spirit entered the body, Sapphire looked up at me and gave a smile. “Bring them ba—aggghhhh!” A sharp blade jutted through her chest, coming out of her front.

	The blade was completely black, and from the site of Sapphire’s wound, blackness began to spread out like it was contaminating her whole body.

	“Sapphire!” I shouted, as her body was lifted by the blade.

	That’s when I was able to see who was on the other side. It was the face of Twilight. Her body was shrouded in complete darkness. Only her face was visible.

	“You have defied me enough.” She snarled. “I feared that if I absorbed this thing, it’d merge with her and she’d free herself. If I knew it was so dangerous, I would have destroyed it ages ago. To think she could pull away what is mine and sequester them in their original bodies. Such a nasty skill!”

	“Let her go!” I shouted.

	She let out a laugh. “I am unity, only I can unify all being! Only I can be the world! You will bow before me, and you will unify with me!”

	I looked helplessly at Sapphire’s face, but there was no pain or fear. She merely gave me another innocent smile.

	Her lips moved, simply saying two words. “Do it.”

	“What… did you say?” I asked Twilight, my body shaking with fury. “Did you just say the souls and bodies are together?”

	“These souls have defied my unity for too long.” She made a face. “Since they have decided to be disobedient, I’ll have to force them, once I wrench them from these useless corpses.”

	I smiled. “Hey, Twilight. Do you want to see true unity?”

	She frowned. “What?”

	“Unify this.” I lifted my hand. “Mass Resurrection!”

	 


Chapter Eighty-eight

	***

	I


	 had only casted the Mass Resurrection spell a hand full of times, and every one of them had been extremely taxing. Without the support of Miki’s dungeon, it would have been impossible to do what I had done in Dioshin. At this point, I had everything going against it. I was already low on mana, and I was in Twilight’s domain. Not only did she claim the souls for herself, but she had slowly been trying to unify with them for untold years.

	Through some chance and luck, Sapphire had used her skill as a necromancer to force the souls to enter their bodies, and it created a single opportunity. Knowing this, I had to make the spell work, and so I put everything I had into it. A wave of light erupted from my body, shooting out across the city square and covering the army of undead. When the wave struck Twilight, she let out a cry, her darkness trying to push the light away. However, the light was resilient, and her body flickered, disappearing as she fled back into the darkness of the palace keep.

	Sapphire, who had still been held up by her, finally dropped to the ground. Even as I continued the spell, I raced toward Sapphire. Her injury wasn’t just severe, but catastrophic. I didn’t know what blade she used to stab her, but I instinctively could tell that it had special properties like Alysium. That meant that it could damage a person’s very lifeforce.

	As I ran toward her, the undead seemed to turn into white light, their bodies floating away to dust. As the bodies disappeared, a white light was leftover, devoid of the darkness of the wraiths. They remained glowing for a few moments and then flickered out, disappearing from this world. One by one, the entire army of undead and wraiths were eliminated. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but that wasn’t what I was concerned about.

	I reached Sapphire, putting my arms around her and lifting her head. At this point, the black curse had already covered her body, and the black corruption was crawling up her neck. She was undoubtedly dying.

	“No… Sapphire… you can hold on.”

	I lifted my hand to heal her, but she reached out and grabbed my wrist, stopping me. “Family… safe…”

	A tear began to fall down my cheek. My heart had already been wounded when I found I couldn’t save Garnet, and watching this little girl in my hands that I was helpless to save, caused all of that emotion to finally come tumbling forth.

	“Yeah, your family is safe. They’re all safe.” I tried to force a smile on my face, just as she was doing.

	A look of relief appeared in her eyes, and then there was nothing. She stared blankly up until her body slowly started to turn to ash. Within moments, her body could no longer be held up by me, and then it fell apart, falling to the ground with a puff. Only the outline of a little girl remained.

	“Master…” A hand gently touched my shoulder.

	“I can save her!” I snapped, raising my hand and casting resurrection.

	She was a monster without substantial lore, at least not enough to be called a karmic soul, but I could still bring it back. I had to!

	“Her lore is destroyed… the darkness made sure of that.”

	“No! I can resurrect her…”

	“Master…”

	“I can!”

	“Master, you already have.”

	I turned for the first time, looking up at Garnet standing there. Garnet was the daughter of the King. Yet, so was Sapphire. The answer to that was simple. They were the same person. They always had been.

	 


Chapter Eighty-nine

	***

	“I


	’m sorry I never told you,” Garnet looked slightly awkward. “It was Mary who had found me… who had freed me from that dungeon. After that, I started to look for fragments of myself. You see, I’m not like Salicia, whose entire soul was converted to karmic. I’m also not like Elaya, who formed from memory and grew powerful on her own. My soul was shattered and the pieces were scattered.

	“I wanted to put my soul back together. I wanted to regain my lost memories. So, I hunted down any rumor of dwarves. That’s why I was in that miner’s town so long ago. Orichalcum is the lore of the Deep. I thought that if Widow’s Dungeon possessed some, then I might be able to reunite with the lore and regain some of my lost memories. It’s also one of the reasons I wanted to come to the Deep. I hoped to find the last remnants of my past. It seems that Master found them for me.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	She winced. “I never really had the opportunity. We were only acquaintances at first. It wasn’t until we met in Twilight dungeon that I started to realize how you felt. I don’t know if you remember, but what you said back then really affected me. You didn’t care whether someone was karmic or not. That made me happy. Of course, I also had my doubts. Your soul had similarly been shattered, and I wasn’t certain that you were truly you.

	“Of course, there was Salicia and Elaya, but I was still afraid. At that point, I had already made up a story, and I didn’t want to reveal to you the truth and risk changing things. I realized before I could be open to Master, I needed to understand myself. However, seeing you know crying over just a piece of me, makes me feel a bit happy. It makes me realize that it doesn’t matter who I am. Master would have accepted me anyway.”

	“G-garnet.” I finally stood up, turning to her.

	She smiled up at me, and that smile looked so much like that little girl’s smile, that it caused my heart to skip a beat.

	“Every time I found a piece of my missing lore, I changed my name. I didn’t make it up about dwarves changing names! Technically, we get a name at birth and then a new name on our naming day as an adult. I just decided that every time I merge with another piece of my soul, I become someone different and need a new name. I found a small piece of my lore in Twilight, which was why I renamed myself, Garnet. Although I ended up losing this piece of myself, I think it has changed me anyway. Did she have a name?”

	“I called Sapphire.”

	She nodded. “Then, Sapphire will be my name from now on. Master, can you make me yours once again? Mmm!”

	I leaned down, and kissed her on the lips, using Enslave to reform the bond between us.  When I pulled away, she was blushing nervously.

	“Haven’t you been teasing me since we met?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“Yeah, but when you do it so suddenly… I wasn’t ready.” She responded, pouting cutely.

	“Deek! What the hell do you think you’re doing with my daughter?” A voice bellowed out.

	King Diorite had chosen this moment of all moments to appear. Just my luck.

	 


Chapter Ninety

	***

	“D


	aughter!” King Diorite wore a big smile as he looked at her, holding his arms out, but she grabbed my sleeve and moved behind me nervously, acting a bit like the previous Sapphire, and causing him to stop. “What is this?”

	“I… don’t know you,” Sapphire said.

	“Geh!” He made a face. “What are you saying? I’m your father! I’m the king of the deep dwarves. What did you do to her?”

	This time, his eyes shot to me. However, I didn’t feel anything but anger towards him. 

	“You’re a fool.”

	“What did you say?” His expression turned angry.

	“You let her die!”

	He sneered. “And it brought back my true daughter? I see this as a win!”

	I shook my head in disgust. “You don’t get it.”

	“Get what?”

	“Your daughter died a long time ago,” I responded.

	His eyes narrowed. “What are you saying? She’s right in front of me.”

	“H-he’s right,” Sapphire spoke up. “My soul was shattered. I was a soul shard born in a dungeon. I managed to collect and merge with the memories from other souls, and whatever pieces of my soul I could find. I’m probably the most complete version of myself, which is probably what you felt, but I don’t have any memory of you… or the deep…”

	He took a step back, his expression filled with shock. “No… that… that can’t be right. My… my daughter has returned to me!”

	“You’re right…” I responded, shaking slightly. “Your daughter did come back.”

	“Do you know what made your daughter your daughter?” I asked. “Her lore… her memories. Her love for you, and her family. Nothing else but that mattered.”

	“What are you saying?”

	“There was a piece of her soul made it back down here.” I declared. “A piece that desperately loved her family, that loved you. She loved you all so much she returned to the Deep, braving certain destruction so that she could be by you.”

	He shook his head as realization started to dawn on him. “No…”

	I nodded, an ugly expression on my face. “The little girl contained what was left of her memories of you, and in the end, she gave herself up, for you.”

	“Th-that’s… that’s impossible…” He took several steps back.

	“In the end, Sapphire did what you couldn’t. She protected her family.”

	I waved a hand, and then a woman appeared. If he had been startled before, he nearly fell over. The woman who had appeared looked to be about seventeen. She had fiery red hair, and in reality, she looked almost identical to Garnet.

	“L-Lapis?”

	“Diorite? My love?” The woman looked a bit confused.

	“I-I know her…” Sapphire frowned, peeking out from behind me.

	The woman named Lapis turned to Sapphire and then gasped. “Daughter?”

	“M-mom?”

	Lapis took a step forward and threw her arms around her daughter, tears falling down her eyes. As for King Diorite, he could only watch with his mouth flapping open. After a few moments, he finally got some words out.

	“H-how?”

	“She managed to connect their souls to their bodies… the deep dwarves that held out from Twilight’s unity,” I responded. “It comes out to about three hundred. They’re in my soul world right now. I just guessed the woman’s origins.”

	“Twilight had tried to take my family to force me to complete the unity. Lapis sacrificed herself to save our daughter. That was when I decided we needed to flee. She attacked the city a short time later.”

	As he said this, the ground started to rumble.

	“Master! Something’s coming!” Terra warned.

	I had hoped that the resurrection would have kept her away longer than that, but I was just being too hopeful. Twilight was starting her counterattack.

	 


Chapter Ninety-one

	***

	T


	he shaking grew worse and worse, and then the ground began to split open. Long vines began to erupt from the various houses. They were black and covered in thorns, and they were quickly crowing out, seemingly pulling the city apart.

	“IT’S TOO LATE!” The voice of Twilight boomed out across the courtyard. “YOU MAY HAVE STOLEN SOME OF MY POWER, BUT I HAVE PLENTY TO SPARE! RUN ALL YOU WANT. I WILL CONSUME EVERYTHING!”

	As if to punctuate her point, the entire town was being eaten in front of us. Innumerable vines wrapped around and consumed even the rocks. The view of the palace in the distance was quickly consumed by black vines, and more of them came every passing second, heading in our direction. Terra grabbed me, helping me to my feet. After casting Mass Resurrection like that, even refresh wouldn’t be able to absorb the exhaustion I felt. After all, I had been starved and my body left for dead for nearly a week, and then I had to cast a powerful spell that overtaxed my body in an already low-mana regen area.

	“I’m sorry, you’re going to have to hold me.” I apologized as I put most of my weight on Terra’s small form.

	She smiled back. “I am Master’s shield. I will protect you always. Just leave it to me.”

	I nodded and then turned to everyone else. Sapphire was still hugging her mom, while the king was still left in a stunned state.

	“We need to get moving now. Can we get past the barrier?”

	The king finally closed his mouth and glanced at me, his eyes slightly complicated. “The barrier is down.”

	“Okay… then… we just have to head up. We can get to the surface…” I tried to brainstorm.

	“You don’t understand, without the barrier, she’d be free to continue consuming. She’ll use this opportunity to head the surface. Her corruption and darkness will begin to spread again.”

	“Again?”

	“Hell… my boy, the Infernal Dungeon.”

	“Hell?” I frowned. “You mean the dungeon under the Demon King’s Castle? Isn’t it just the soul counterpart to the castle?”

	“If it were only so simple. Hell was the first place to burrow into her prison.  The Dungeon Master of Hell is Twilight!”

	 As we were speaking, Terra was mostly carrying me forward. We had fled past the entrance to the former deep dwarf city. The vines had already filled it up, turning the entire place into a realm of darkness. While I passed Ruby, I brought her and her mother into my soul world. I felt that was probably the safest place for them at the moment. That’s when I noticed that King Diorite hadn’t moved. He was still standing right at the entrance, seemingly lost in thought even as the vines broiled closer and closer.

	“You can explain it all to me once we’re someplace safe,” I suggested.

	“That’s how she bypassed Gaia’s prison. That’s why the corruption spread across the north. My dungeon… my barrier… separated her from the Infernal Dungeon. Once she has control of it, she can slowly reconquer it and within a few months, she’ll be able to reach the surface. I don’t know how the demons are these days, but they’ll renew their invasion of the continent with her behind them. That’s the truth of it.”

	“I understand, things are bad.”

	“Two weeks.”

	“What?”

	“I can give you two weeks.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I couldn’t save my daughter or my people. When I found out my daughter had returned here, I was heartbroken, I had sent you down as a last-ditch effort, completely expecting you to fail. Yet, instead, you have saved everyone.”

	“King Diorite?”

	He lifted his hand, and a ball of light appeared in it. I was very familiar with lore at this point.

	“You were the one who saved my people, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave it to you to protect them from now on.” He declared. “In that time, you must come up with a proper defense. You must block her off from the Infernal dungeon, and keep her locked in her prison. Tell them I love them! Tell… Sapphire… I’m sorry I didn’t see her.”

	He waved his hand and the ball slammed into me. Terra let out a cry as the last bit of my energy left me. Connecting with this lore seemed to be all my body could take, and I slipped into unconsciousness.

	 


Chapter Ninety-two

	***

	A


	lthough I was unconscious, I still seemed to have some kind of awareness. I could see myself as Terra picked me up, and turned to flee.

	“Tell him…” a voice came from my mouth, and that’s when I realized that my senses were inside King Diorite. “Tell that boy he must learn to merge with those blessings. He must turn the lore into his lore. As long as it is only connected to him, it can still be severed. Only when he becomes one with it will he unlock his true potential. Tell him he must write his own story now, and make it his. Well, I know he heard.”

	I realized as he spoke that his soul was still connected to the lore which he then connected to my soul. Even though I was unconscious, I was experiencing things from his point of view. Terra gave a single sharp nod of affirmation, and then picked me up. She wasn’t just carrying me, but everyone in my soul world too. In her small arms, Terra was carrying everything on her own.

	King Diorite turned away from her, and then looked into the vines, which had seemingly turned into an abyss of darkness writhing forward. Vines were already wrapping themselves around the archway but had seemingly stopped in front of the king. A face slowly came out of the darkness, seemingly disembodied and floating within a mass of shadows.

	“You cannot delay me any longer.” She responded coldly.

	“I know…” He responded, looking down. “I know.”

	“You’re not going to ignite your soul? You could bide them enough time to escape my clutches?”

	“That will only delay you a few hours at best. I promised them two weeks. The way I see it, there is only one way I can delay you two weeks. I need to finish the unity.”

	“You chopped your soul in two, and abandoned your karmic destiny.”

	“And you collected it, and still hold it, I’m sure. I reckon it’ll take at least two weeks to merge my soul back together, and then to complete unity with you.”

	“Hehe… and why would I take this offer? You’ve already rejected me. Besides, the other one’s soul would be far better. He’s young, and his soul would make a powerful avatar. Plus, he possesses knowledge of my original form. I was only able to get a glimpse, but I believe he can help me reunify with the twilight princess.”

	“He will also fight you, and then there is Gaia…”

	“I can take care of Gaia!” She snarled. “But you are right, a willing host will be much quicker than an unwilling one. Very well, I will take you on your offer. However, once unity is finished, don’t expect me to show any mercy for your family or loved ones. They will all be consumed and become a part of me again. I won’t give them the chance to abandon me once more.”

	“I have faith that he’ll come up with something.”

	“Then you have faith in a fool!”

	As she said that, several shadowy vines of darkness reached out and grabbed the king. He didn’t resist as he was pulled back into darkness. Even as my senses were plunged into nothingness, a familiar voice whispered in my ear.

	“You would be better off running to the surface and living your last few months in peace, Deek. If you stay, I will take everything.”

	With that, the connection between his soul and the lore snapped, and my mind finally fell into darkness.

	 


Chapter Ninety-three

	***

	S


	ome time had passed before I started to wake up again. I could feel Terra carrying me, and we were moving somewhere quickly. I reached out and grabbed Terra’s arm.

	“Stop…”

	“Master… we need to keep going…”

	“No, stop!”

	Terra complied, finally kneeling and lowering me to my feet. My head was throbbing and my body still felt as weak as a kitten, but I quickly cast a few refreshes and heal spells and forced myself to my feet.

	“We can rest for a moment, but that thing might still be after us.”

	I shook my head. “No, she’s not following us.”

	“Can you be sure?”

	I nodded. “Yeah, she’ll be trying to finish her unity with King Diorite. Until that is completed, she won’t be moving forward.”

	It was hard to say how I knew that so certainly. Part of it might have come from me already accepting some of Twilight’s lore and then her trying to engulf me forcefully. Then, there was what the king had given me as well. Whatever it was, I was almost certain that his ploy had worked, and that we’d have a least two weeks before she’d start trying to move up and connect with hell. I also had a rough idea of where the dungeon was compared to us.

	King Diorite’s position had been very specific. That spiral-like pattern was a shield. He had somehow managed to break the dungeon in two, with the lower sections being abandoned to Twilight and the upper sections be blocked from continued growth.

	“Excuse me… Mr. um… Deek?” A gentle voice came from within my soul world. “Did you say that my husband is gone?”

	Hearing the words of his wife, I stiffened slightly. I gave Terra a look to guard me and then I entered my soul world. There, I appeared into a once peaceful place that now looked crowded full of a youthful-looking group of redheads. They were the deep dwarves I had resurrected. At their head was a beautiful woman who resembled an older Sapphire. She stepped forward, although she still was holding Sapphire’s hand.  

	I tried to give her what I felt was a brave look. “I’m sorry, but he did what he had to so that we had the chance to escape.”

	She bit her lip and lowered her head. “I understand. In truth, many of us had been captured early on. We saw him as a traitor.”

	I shook my head. “He gave up everything to protect the surface and the fleeing deep dwarves. In the end, he gave it all to save his daughter.”

	“Yes… S-sapphire was just filling me in on what she knew. I understand.” She nodded. “Then the next question I want to ask… what is your plan?”

	“He’s given us enough time to escape, but if we just flee, then it’ll all be for nothing. Twilight will come to the surface, and the people on the surface will barely have any time to prepare.” I explained. “That’s why… I plan to finish what he started. I need to build a dungeon that can give us more time. I need to rebuild the shield that he created.”

	“Then, it’s time to get started.”

	“Hmm?” I looked up at Lapis, her face filled with determination.

	“Did you think we’d do nothing? The last time we encountered the darkness, our people fled and died. This time, we’re going to fight back. Do you want to build something on a time crunch? Just give the deep dwarves the go-ahead; we’ll show you building!”

	 


Chapter Ninety-four

	***

	“D


	eek!” Alysia threw her arms around me, and I gave her a hug.

	“When did she become so close to Master?” Terra asked worriedly.

	Returning to the boss room was rather easy. I just had to make a portal connecting myself to Alysia. Alysia, Pait, and Dav were left behind when King Diorite went down. They had been King Diorite’s prisoners for a little over a week, so I was immediately concerned if they were alright. As I was checking over Alysia, she gave a blush.

	“I’m okay, I was unharmed, and he said my connection to the sword will be restored as soon as I enter your soul world.”

	“Sword?” Terra frowned.

	“Ah, that’s right! Terra, you missed a couple of things since I went away. Well, various things happened and Alysia is my sword now.”

	I sent Alysia to my soul world, and then I lifted my hand, summoning her back out as my blade. A moment later, that blade glowed and then returned to the shape of Alysia, but she was whole again.

	“I’ve finally returned…” Alysia let out a gasp of relief. “This feels much better.”

	Terra looked at Alysia somewhat warily. “What is this? Another soul connected to an object? Master has replaced me!”

	“Huh?”

	“Master, please don’t say I’m disposable!” Terra looked up at me with tearful eyes.

	“You’re not, you’re not!” Although I said that, I had upset Terra greatly.

	As I tried to calm her down by reassuring her that a sentient sword was nothing like a sentient guardian golem, Pait cut in. “We’re fine too, thanks for asking.”

	“Master acts upset, but he learned a lot of history from King Diorite and was very happy about it,” Dav added.

	“You! When have you become so willful?” He shot me a glare. “It’s your fault! You allow your girls to act that way and they’re a bad example on Dav.”

	“M-master… I’m a maid, not your slave though?”

	“You’re lucky that Esmore doesn’t have legalized slavery. Otherwise, I would have enslaved you a long time ago!”

	“Master, what are you saying.” Her face turned pink. “Are you afraid I’ll leave you so much?”

	“Leave me?” He blinked. “No, I’m just saying that I want you by my side forever.”

	“Eeep…” Dav stiffened, her pink coloring turning red.

	“Eep?” Pait cocked his head and reaching out to touch her forehead. “Are you sick or something?” 

	“Master! How can you say such a thing?” Dav suddenly shoved Pait to the ground, and then spun around, racing away.

	Not wanting her to wander off someplace dangerous where she was likely to get hurt, I tossed her into my soul world. Pait stood back up, patting the dirt off his butt from where she had shoved him to the ground.

	“What was that all about?” He asked in confusion, looking at me.

	I shrugged. “Girls are confusing. You’ll never understand them, so stop trying…”

	“I see… I’ll take your advice!”

	Exactly. Just to prove my point, Terra and Alysia were both giving me cold looks after that exchange with Pait, and I had no clue why. Surely, women were something meant to be loved and admired, but never understood. 

	 


Chapter Ninety-five

	***

	A


	fter the previous ordeal, everyone had needed time to rest. The deep dwarves had all needed to be resurrected, and even though their physical bodies were recovered for the most part, the condition they were in was at a level that they were extremely weak. I wasn’t much better, having gone a week without eating and also having to cast such an intensive and mana-consuming spell. Then there was Terra, who had to carry me out of there on her own after her soul had spent months hiding from the darkness.

	It wasn’t just the physical strain that people needed time to recover from, but also the emotional strain. It appeared that the deep dwarves were well aware of their captivity. They had been in Twilight’s lore, being tempted by the life she offered, for innumerable years. The group that had survived to this point was the group that had realized they were living in deception and had fought it tooth and nail for untold years.

	They had to witness approximations and illusions of their loved ones with hurt eyes as they were forced to reject and ignore them time and time again. There were times when they were unable to see the difference between reality and illusion. The one redeeming quality was that they didn’t remember their time as wraiths that were used to hunt down and kill their fellow dwarves as they fled, but that was a small relief.

	Now that they were alive again, they were in an unfamiliar place. The deep that they had once tamed was a wild land filled with monsters and curses, and their ancestral home that had been turned into a ghost town was destroyed. Everyone they ever knew and loved had either died long ages past or eventually broke down and unified with Twilight, becoming a permanent and indistinguishable part of her life stream, their lore permanently lost to time.

	Then, as if to add insult to injury, the king that they had thought betrayed them had given his life to save them. In a way, he had exchanged his soul for all of theirs. It gave them a complicated feeling. To say that they needed time to grieve was an understatement. Seeing what was left of this once proud nation huddled together in my soul world, it was truly a pitiable sight.

	Watching them taught me some things that I had never realized before. For example, Terra had experienced a very similar event. Her entire family had perished, and she had been trapped underground for many years before finally rising in a world where everything was different. It was no wonder that she had attached herself to me. It wasn’t just the control rod that had connected us. She had needed me because she had nothing else.

	“What, Master?” Terra looked up at me, blushing slightly as I looked down at her.

	“You are incredible,” I stated.

	“S-saying that now…”

	“Terra, I haven’t always been the best Master. My low self-confidence often led me to push you all away. I couldn’t believe or understand why you cared for me, and I convinced myself it was my uncontrolled passions that prevented me from freeing you.”

	“Master…” Her body shook slightly, her eyes wet with tears.

	 “It took losing you all to realize my mistake. I absolutely won’t make that mistake again. You’re mine forever, I will never let you go.”

	She nodded. “Mm! I am!”

	“It’s about time I did this.” I took out the control rod, causing Terra to gasp.

	“You brought that with you?” Terra cried out.

	“I’ve always made sure it was safe,” I responded. “Although it’s always bothered me slightly.”

	“Hmm? How so?” Terra looked at it nervously.

	“Although it bonded to me when I grabbed it, this could theoretically be used to control you. By all metrics, you’re a golem, and that makes you closer to a tamed monster than a slave. This control rod was what once bridged the difference. Even though you were a monster, a dungeon guardian, you were treated like a slave under my absolute control. You don’t have a slave mark like the other girls, but you have this rod instead. Anyone who took this rod could also take control of you. It may be bonded to me, but I’ve seen enough magic over these months to know how easily such a thing like this can be overridden.”

	“What is Master saying?” She looked up at me in confusion.

	“I’m saying that I’m done controlling you.” I broke the control rod in half, causing Terra to let out a gasp of shock.

	“Wh-what did you do?”

	“Our bond was cut when I was dragged into the Illusory Sword Dungeon. I could use this rod to restore our connection, but rather than control you, I’d rather own you!”

	Of course, part of the reason I had never done this earlier was that I wasn’t confident I could. At this point, my Slave Master, Monster Tamer, and even the presence of the new Soulsmith gave me the confidence to discard the control rod.

	Her eyes widened at my words, and then she smiled. “Master, you always have.”

	I reached out and wrapped my arms around her, and the pair of us embraced. As we kissed, I used Enslave on Terra, making her soul mine.

	 


Chapter Ninety-six

	***

	A


	fter I gave every one a bit of time to rest and recover, I gathered them up and brought them up to speed on everything that had been going on. They had already heard bits and pieces from each other and understood the general situation, but explaining it all in one go was also good.

	“So, ultimately, that’s the situation that we’re in.” I finished my spiel. “Of course, none of you are obligated to stay. If you’d like to flee to the surface, Chalm will welcome you. You won’t need to experience what your ances- ahem… what your friends experienced when they tried to integrate with the surface.”

	“How can we leave someone else to clean up our problem?” One of the deep dwarves spoke up.

	“It was us who started this problem. We need to finish it!” Another added.

	“We’ll fight! And we’ll win!”

	It seemed like deep dwarves were especially resilient…. Or it was more accurate to say that by default those that had survived to this point would be extremely stubborn. They immediately wanted to help. Unfortunately, I didn’t know what they could do right away, so I had to calm them down. Once they were over their shock, they were quite loud and boisterous. I could see Pait losing his patience too, and I began to understand where the stories about esmere and dwarves not getting along came from. I had taken for granted how quiet Pait and Dav were until I had a group of deep dwarves in my soul.

	When they got into my alcohol, it became a big problem. They started singing and dancing, and I eventually removed them from my soul world so I could get some peace and concentrate on the lore the king had given me.  At that point, I had created the dungeon and was allowing it to grow. However, I felt that the lore the king had given me was essential for keeping Twilight back. Yet, after 12 hours of trying to crack it, I couldn’t.

	It wasn’t like the blessings that quickly adhered themselves to my soul. This was separate from me, and not intended for me. This was something personal to the king, the last bit of lore he had protected. He had given it to me rather than allow it to fall into Twilight’s hands, and there had to be a reason behind it.

	“I’m sorry, but I only have the slightest memory of you,” Sapphire spoke hesitantly as she entered my room alongside her mother. “I only half remember anything.”

	I opened one eye as the pair entered the dungeon’s safe room I had restored out of the one that once belonged to King Diorite. Terra was the one currently acting as my guard, so if she let them come in, there was probably a good reason.

	“Did you need something?” I asked.

	“My lord, the dwarves are becoming impatient. It has already been two days. There are only twelve left before Twilight comes, and yet they haven’t done a thing.” Lapis explained.

	“I’m sorry.” I sighed. “The king said I need to merge my soul with the lore to unlock my true potential. I’ve been trying, but the lore he gave me has told me nothing. The lore in blessings binds itself so easily, yet as soon as I try to bring this lore close to my soul, it seems to repel greatly. Soul Merging is fare more difficult than I thought?”

	“Soul merging?” Lapis frowned. “This sounds familiar…”

	I nodded. “It’s the fifth level skill from the Soulsmith job. Resurrecting 300 souls, after your monster forces them into their former body, and compounded with a 10X experience multiplier, is a good way to level Soulsmith rapidly.”

	“Master, do you need to merge with this lore?” Sapphire asked. “What would you have done with it before he told you about soul merging?”

	“I would have…” I blinked and then sighed. “I would have fed it to the dungeon!”

	Sometimes, the best plans were simple plans.

	 


Chapter Ninety-seven

	***

	“S


	he’s there!”

	“Master?”

	“Sapphire…”

	Sapphire blinked. “I’m Sapphire.”

	“What I mean is… when Sapphire, I mean the other Sapphire, when the little girl used her spell to bring everyone back, Twilight attacked her, destroying her lore and keeping you from absorbing it.”

	Sapphire looked away. “I’m aware of that… my memories of my mother are limited. She doesn’t seem to have the same prejudices my father had, but seeing the sadness in her eyes over a daughter that doesn’t recognize her, it bothers me.”

	“You spent your life trying to put your soul back together, and just as you were reaching the last few pieces, a piece was taken from you and destroyed. I understand.”

	“It’s… not that important.” Sapphire bit her lip. “It’s been much harder to find pieces of my lore, and some of what I find might not even be me anymore. There are so many holes in my memory. I don’t even remember how I was shattered in the first place.

	My eyes widened. “Really? It wasn’t Twilight?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t believe it was. I recall living on the surface. I recall a tribe of deep dwarves. Then darkness. The next memory I had was Mary. Even my memories of the Deep and mother I only gained in the Twilight Dungeon.”

	I shook my head. “You’re wrong about one thing though. It does matter. This is your history. This is your family. You need to at least remember where you came from. It’ll help you decide where you’re going.”

	She gave a sad smile. “What was done, was done.”

	“Or, maybe there is still a chance!”

	She frowned. “What are you saying?”

	“I’ve been digesting the lore like you recommended. This isn’t the best way. It’s sort of like tossing a locked diary into a blender to open it up and read the contents. What comes out is scattered and broken. However, there were things in here that King Diorite decided your people needed. I’m also learning a bit more about how he built his dungeon to block Twilight from the Infernal Dungeon. My Dungeon Builder has leveled a bit just by understanding how he built dungeons and incorporating that knowledge.

	“Okay, but what does that have to do with me?”

	“Oh, right! It was his dungeon that created the necromancer Sapphire. She might have contained a small fragment of your soul, but the lore and history were part of the dungeon. Some of it came from King Diorite, and some of it came from you. What I mean to say is that I found the piece of lore that belongs to her. I’m not saying it is Sapphire… it’s more like a Sapphire template. I could create a generic dwarf necromancer.

	“I’m not sure I understand how this will help.” Sapphire frowned.

	“I’ve been watching other dungeon masters. My Dungeon Master level is up to eleven just with my passive use, but combined with Dark Priest and Dungeon Builder, I believe I can create a copy of lore and give it to you.”

	“A-a copy?” She made a face. “I’m a blacksmith, Master. I’m not interested in being a necromancer.”

	I nodded. “You’re right. Normally, what I’m talking about would be the method to create job tokens. I’m still not certain I could make one without directly seeing someone else make one. However, in this case, I’m talking about recording what’s left of your memories, as well as the memories of you.”

	Realization finally began to dawn on her face. “You can recover my memories of my childhood?”

	I held up my hands. “I can record the lore and affix it to your soul. It’d be like a job, although there wouldn’t be levels. Right now, all you can remember are shadows, but with those memories as a reference, you may be able to gradually recall your youth… at least to the level any normal person remembers their life.”

	I understood what Sapphire meant when she said it wasn’t important. How much did anyone remember their childhood? How much of it was even correct? We glorified things and half-remembered others. This wouldn’t bring that brave little girl back. However, this would at least give her some memories of her parents.

	“Oof!” I made a noise as I was suddenly hugged tightly by Sapphire.

	Although she wasn’t showing her face to me, the sniffling I was pretty sure she was crying. As much as she wanted to hide it, this was something that meant a lot to her. That’s why I had gone out of my way to look for it in the first place. With a light smile, I reached out and held her.

	 


Chapter Ninety-eight

	***

	“L


	apis says you’re the one I should talk to.”

	Although dwarves didn’t necessarily have to fit the stereotype of being short with big beards, this guy certainly did. He was an old many with a grey beard, yet if you looked at his facial features, he probably only looked in his forties. However, for a dwarf, that could mean he was over a thousand years old. He had his feet up on a table in an area of my dungeon that had seemingly been turned into a tavern, and he had a mug in his hands.

	“That depends on who is asking.” He responded grumpily.

	“They say you’re a Master Blacksmith. They say that other Master Blacksmiths are only apprentices compared to you.”

	“Is that what they say?” He turned and spit before taking another drink.

	“I see… so it was all just words.”

	“Geh!” He scowled. “What are you saying?”

	“Sapphire said that the deep dwarves were great magic blacksmiths capable of creating powerful weapons.” I shrugged. “I believed her because of her talent, but perhaps she was just covering for you guys.”

	There was the scrapping of several tables, and I had seemingly gotten the attention of every dwarf in this tavern. As much as Lapis was complaining about how the dwarves were bored and ready to fight, that was a bit of a fib. Bored dwarves seemed to be quite content drinking and acting boisterously. I had determined that her pleas had more to do with giving the dwarves something to do so they stopped fighting and causing trouble.

	Three hundred dwarves were suddenly displaced. I had already put the miners to work harvesting materials and creating paths. Those that would be considered soldiers watched and kept them safe as they worked. Of course, I also exuded my dungeon to keep them out of trouble. As long as they didn’t wander too far away from our territory, they’d be relatively safe.

	However, with the minders and guards gone, that left the blacksmiths. They were led by this guy whose name was Gabbro. He was the best, but that also meant that he was somewhat difficult. He had to believe you were worth his time before he’d offer you his services. Also, as it turned out, he was Lapis’s brother and by extension Sapphire’s biological uncle.

	“Are you talking about that niece of mine?” He frowned. “She hasn’t even been to the deep forges. How could she know a thing about the art of smithing.”

	“I personally witnessed her making a silvthril blade. That blade was used to defeat a demon lord.” I grinned.

	“Silvthril?” He burst out laughing. “You think silvthril is anything? I make silvthril blades for practice!”

	The other dwarves burst out laughing as well, but the smile on my face didn’t leave. “Oh? Well, when the darkness attacks, it’d be those silvthril blades that could keep us safe.”

	I had already long reasoned out that in a battle against the darkness, we’d need silvthril weapons and a lot of them. They were the only thing that would damage those wraiths permanently. Although I had gotten rid of the dwarf wraiths, I had no doubt she had access to more.

	“Look, boy… I appreciate you helping us and all.” He held up his hands. “But a Master’s hands are something special. If we were to work with inferior goods, then we’d lose our edge. I’ve retired from doing any menial job. If you’ve got something better for me, I’ll consider it. That junk sword of yours, for example. I might be able to fix it up a bit.”

	“Junk sword!” Alysia cried out, her sword body appearing in my hand suddenly. “Did he just call me a junk sword?”

	“Hehe… you’re all looks, no function. Why, without that soul controlling it, it’s barely even a weapon. If you’re done being just a pretty decoration to hang on a wall, you can beg me and maybe this daddy will make you into a real sword.”

	I stopped Alysia from lunging at him by pulling her back into my hand, keeping the smile on my face, while giving her a quick reassurance. I found myself somewhat agreeing with him. After her soul was temporarily pulled away from the sword, it left me wanting. It was only a testament to Alysia’s strength and ability that the sword functioned so well.

	“You got to understand. The enemy is coming. This is something that involves the fate of all of us.”

	 He took a swing and pursed his lips thoughtfully, and then nodded to himself. “Since I’m feeling generous, I’ll lend you our apprentice blacksmiths.”

	Those listening all nodded in agreement. I had already been warned that dwarves were stubborn, and these dwarves had been the most stubborn of the lot. Just because I had rescued them didn’t mean that that would change.

	“You’re concerned you lost your touch,” I responded, standing up. “Never mind then. I’ll consult someone who still has the skill.”

	“Oi! What did you just say?” He slammed down his drink, finally pulling his feet off the table.

	“I’ll just put Sapphire on the job. She’s skilled and capable. Honestly, they should be done by someone I can trust.”

	He put on a vicious grin. “You think you’re going to pull me out of retirement?”

	“You have nothing to prove to me.” I shrugged, leaning back. “Although Sapphire things you’re blacksmithing skill is embellished at best.”

	 


Chapter Ninety-nine

	***

	“W


	hat did you do?” Sapphire cried out.

	“I just made a friendly little competition.”

	“Against Gabbro, the world’s greatest blacksmith?” Sapphire’s voice sounded a bit panicked.

	“Has your memory already started returning?” I asked in surprise.

	“No, but it doesn’t need to return to have heard about Gabbro! He’s so famous that his works on the surface are still talked about among blacksmiths to this day.”

	“He’s that amazing?”

	Lapis nodded. “Daughter is correct. My brother is synonymous with blacksmithing. He’s the reason people say dwarves are good blacksmiths. Those who have trained under him have all become famous. Before the fall of the deep dwarves, we’d get a few surface-dwellers every year that would come down to apprentice under him. Of course, most were turned away, and he reserved his most incredible techniques to deep dwarves only. Even before the fall, he had stopped working and gone into retirement.”

	“I see… you know, that would have been good information to know an hour ago!” I growled.

	Lapis’s cheeks turned red. “You asked me who the best blacksmith among the survivors was. I simply said my brother was their leader and they’d likely all follow his lead. I’m honestly impressed you even got him to pick up a hammer. I haven’t seen him hold a hammer in years. It’ll be so nostalgic…”

	“Master… I trained for a while in that dungeon, but I barely have and level in Magic Blacksmith and almost no training with magical metals. I barely worked for a few weeks outfitting your army before the demon lord attacked.”

	“We agreed to a simple item. Just a silvthril dagger. Um… actually, I have no clue how we’re going to tell who is better.” I frowned. “I suppose we need an impartial judge.”

	“Master! I’m done for! There is no way I can win against him.”

	“We might have a chance. Don’t forget, you have me! With my Slave Master ability, I can amplify your powers. He said you’re free to pick an assistant you want, so if we work together, we might have a chance.”

	Sapphire lifted her head, looking slightly optimistic for a second, but then she shook her head. “No! It’s useless. Even with your state boosts, skill is skill!”

	“My brother may be stubborn, but he’s not malicious. Even if you don’t win, it’ll probably be fine.”

	“Uhh… actually, we need to win.” I coughed.

	“What? Why?” Sapphire asked.

	“Well, I mean, you see… to get him to take the bet, I had to offer up something of sufficient value to entice him to compete.”

	“What did Master promise him?” Sapphire asked, immediately crossing her arms.

	“Ahh… well… it sort of appeared after I started digesting the lore King Diorite left me. I didn’t even realize it could be stored in such a way. In retrospect, I don’t think he was trying to give me a cheat to fighting Twilight. I’m pretty sure this was the main reason he had handed me that piece of lore in the first place.”

	“What are you talking about?” She frowned.

	I sighed, and then pulled both girls into my Soul World.

	“This is…the place we resurrected in…” Lapis frowned.

	“This is my Soul World. It’s like an oversized inventory with an environment. Every dungeon has a treasure room at the end. Some dungeons hold onto their treasures, while others consume them in a desperate attempt to survive longer. Technically, every piece of treasure can be broken into miasma to keep the dungeon going a bit longer, but it’s not always worth the cost, and depending on the dungeon master, you can be left with a small treasure after defeating a dungeon.”

	“Yes, we’re well aware of how dungeons work.” Sapphire frowned.

	“Yeah… well, you dad also kept his own… treasury.”

	I had hidden it just in case, but now I caused some trees to part, revealing a massive pile of resources. It was a variety of rare metals.

	“That’s…” Sapphire’s mouth fell open.

	“That’s the deep dwarf treasury!” Lapis finished. “When he fled the capital, he must have taken the treasury of precious metals with him! This is a kingdom’s worth of resources!”

	“Wait! Why are you showing us this?” Sapphire spun to me.

	I coughed. “Well, I might have bet it… on us winning the blacksmith competition.”

	 


Chapter One hundred

	***

	B


	etting all of the resources of the deep dwarves may seem like a dumb decision, but I had thought about it considerably. The basic reality was that the treasure wasn’t mine to take. It belonged to the deep dwarves, and just because he handed it to me didn’t mean he intended it for me. I was starting to think he had intended the entire package for Sapphire. She was supposed to Soul Merge with it, both unlocking the treasure and her memories of her father and mother. If he realized I had just fed it to my dungeon to crack it like an egg, he’d probably be angry.

	That said, the deep dwarves had a lot of uses, and the only place they had to go was Chalm. At this point, I had already accepted various animalkin slaves, the osterians, and the foxkin. Adding the deep dwarves to my growing territory would only be a plus for us. Whether I owned the resources or the deep dwarves owned the resources, the benefit would be to my territory, which could export expertly crafted goods no one else could manage.

	However, the deep dwarves were a stubborn lot who would likely see those resources as theirs. If I just took them and held onto them, that was bound to breed discontent. They would come to resent me and see me as a thief. They might even consider me an enemy. That’s the second reason I had initiated this challenge. They had a great deal of faith in their blacksmithing, and this particular guy, Gabbro, specifically.

	In short, this was just a way to pass on the resources without anyone being unhappy. That’s not to say I didn’t wish to win this competition. If Gabbro won, I could pace the resources onto them peacefully, and we’d need to pay more for their services in the future. If we won, they’d still see their princess winning, and would at least feel like there was a fair reason that that the king gave the resources to me. After that, I’d negotiate a good deal with them to get them to work with the resources for me, and I’d have some kind of relationship with Gabbro too. Thus, there was no losing.

	However, since there were no forges up to Gabbro’s standards, they were being constructed now. It would be two days before the competition could begin. That left only three days left for the blacksmiths to work. I hoped there would be enough time. Since they couldn’t work until the forges were made anyway, it wasn’t like this was lost time. I had gotten the deep dwarves to make the forges, so already I had succeeded with my goals.

	That’s why I had decided to focus on other tasks that needed to be done before Twilight attacked. I had gathered Terra, Sapphire, and Alyssia up and headed out. We were walking through a dark corridor, very reminiscent of the ones I had started in when I reached the deep.

	“Master, where are we?” Sapphire asked.

	“We’re on the edge of my dungeon, where the territory infringes on the territory of another deep boss,” I explained.

	“Are we going to kill it, Master?” Terra asked.

	“No, we need to capture the boss and make it one of the dungeon bosses. The only chance we have of mounting a proper defense with Twilight comes is to unite all of the strength in the deep against her. When it was just me and Alysia, I wasn’t confident in fighting their bosses. However, with you guys here, I feel like this won’t be a problem.”

	“H-hey! I’m not a fighter!” Sapphire cried out. “I’m just a blacksmith.”

	“Yet, it’s most important that you do the fighting.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Because the competition with your uncle will be tomorrow night. That means you and I need to level up in our blacksmith jobs as much as possible to give us the best chance of outshining him!”

	“Geh! You’re still seriously going through with that? Just give up already, uncle won’t lose!”

	“I’ve ended up in a lot of situations where my failure seemed assured, and I managed to pull through… most of the time.”

	 


Chapter One hundred and one

	***

	{A


	pprentice Blacksmith had increased to 25.}  

	{You have learned the basics of blacksmithing. You have unlocked Blacksmith.}

	I once read a theory that stated that information could be exchanged from one person to the next. In that way, it acted a lot like the inheritance of genes. Certain information, like fire, was hot, was remembered generation after generation. Meanwhile, other information was quickly forgotten. That wasn’t to say the information was bad or good. You could have something bad that spread quickly and was endlessly repeated, but in general, it wasn’t the most spreadable information, but the most pervasive that survived generation after generation. These packets of memories were given the name memes, and this theory was the source of that name.

	In this world of lore and dungeons, I had come to understand lore as essentially a type of meme, one that was more literal than what we understood from my old world. Your soul was the lore of your life, and as you acted out your story, it grew attracted to certain bits of information. If you were an author, these books might be considered reference material. They were distilled lore, chronicling skills and abilities refined by thousands if not millions of users.

	Some people completed that lore, absorbing it until it was indistinguishable from their own story, and adding their twists and turns on it. Others never finished the lore in their lifetime. I believed this to be the essence of jobs. The thing that made me special, other than my experience boosters and advanced learning, was the ability for me to connect with so many jobs, so many reference materials, which I could use to enrich my lore and the lore of my slaves.

	Yet, when it came right down to it, I had absorbed a lot of lore, and none of it was me. My story was so short and uninteresting, and it was the lore that made me who I am. It was like being skilled at everything, but master of nothing. If I was to describe myself in a few words, I wouldn’t be able to. Was I a White Mage? I certainly started with that job, but I also fought and did damage. True Dungeon Diver was my highest level, but I was also a Dungeon Master and a Dungeon Builder. I created unfinished lore as often as I conquered it.

	I wasn’t someone so full of myself to declare I was a hero, despite having two hero-related jobs. Was I a Master Swordsman? I was just as good with magic as I was with swords, so a Magic Swordsman? My levels were still rather low, and I never built a solid foundation. I could fight pretty well, but an experienced swordsman, one who had trained from the ground up, would defeat me every time. I was a little bit of everything, and at the end that made me nothing.

	In that respect, someone like Sapphire who was far more selective in her jobs truly could manage something great. I had high hopes for her. She had come a long way by the time we reached where I believed the boss was being held up.

	{Name: Sapphire

	Class: Smith

	Job: Magic Blacksmith (LVL 35), Blacksmith (LVL 70)

	Rank: Slave

	Unlocked Jobs: Commoner (LVL 22), Basic Magician (LVL 28), Weapon Smith (LVL 20), Armor Smith (LVL 15)

	Race: Deep Dwarf}

	I didn’t have an opportunity to check Gabbro’s status, but we might have an honest chance against him yet.

	 


Chapter One hundred and two

	***

	“A


	iiiii!”

	“This guy is fast!” Sapphire cried.

	“Isn’t that because you’re not looking at him?”

	“Ahhh! Stay away!” Terra created walls keeping him away from her. “Nooo! He got them again. Pervert!”

	I studied the boss monster, feeling incredibly complicated. He was fast and very difficult to handle, but that was a different problem entirely. His identification was merely an apeman. He had a hairy body with two arms and two legs and no tail. His face was that of a monkey. He could jump around and swing from the vines hanging over the top of the boss room, and also come down for a strike. His strikes were swift and brutal, and he already fled by the time you could react.

	From the moment we had opened up his door and entered his lair, he had been toying with us. I’d like to say there was a warning that the boss of this area was an apeman, but the enemies we had been leveling up against before this point had mostly been snakes, bats, and carnivorous plants. The Apeman seemed to be the first mammal I had encountered that was considered living.

	If his speed and ingenuity were the problem, that would be one thing. The real problem was that other than being extremely hairy and having a monkey face, his body was very human. That was to say that he was naked, and he had his thing hanging out. Whenever he jumped up, it would swing around. It wasn’t big or anything, but it was enough of a distraction that the girls couldn’t mount a defense against him.

	In the heat of the moment, maybe they would have been able to ignore the thing, but when he got onto one of his fines, he would touch it, making sure to show it to the girls. With a perverted monkey grin, he would stand over us touching it, and when the girls looked away in embarrassment, he would make his move. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was ultimately how he attacked the girls.

	Terra looked at me tearfully. “He got my panties again!”

	Looking up at the Apeman, he made that same perverted grin, but this time he lifted a small pair of pink panties. I had naturally bought a lot of girl’s clothing on my last trip to Earth and had many spare changes with me in my soul world, so those were fine panties I had specifically given to Terra since our escape from Twilight. They were now being sniffed by a drooling monkey man.

	“He also took my bra!” Sapphire added.

	“Y-yeah! I also wore a bra!” Terra shouted awkwardly.

	We both glanced at Terra, whose face went red, and then up at the Apeman on the ceiling, who gave a confused shrug, and then strapped Sapphire’s bra onto his chest while rubbing Terra’s panties against his face.

	“This guy must be a level 100 Pervert!” Sapphire huffed.

	Was it a problem I felt a little jealous I was only a level 32 Pervert? No, wait! That was the answer. I needed to tame this monkey, but right now he was completely mocking me. For a monster that valued strength, you needed to use strength to tame them, but I learned from the former Sapphire, that monsters could be tamed by appealing to other parts of them, such as when I bribed her with candy. In this case, I’d have to take drastic measures.

	“Master?” Terra asked.

	“Bear with me…” I declared, putting my game face on. “I’m going to need to fight fire with fire.”

	I equipped Pervert.

	 


Chapter One hundred and three

	***

	{Y


	ou have tamed the monster, Apeman.}

	The monkey turned to me and gave a thumbs-up of approval. I let go of Terra.

	“Ahhn…” Terra moaned as she collapsed to the floor.

	She turned to look back up at me, her eyes tearful and full of accusations.

	“I-it was for the greater good.” I coughed.

	Ultimately, after much work, I had gained the apeman’s respect and incidentally tamed him. Rather than continue to let him witness my shame, I brought him into my soul world so that Terra could clean up without being stared at. I made sure to give her a towel, fresh panties, and a clean outfit. It was the only gentlemanly thing to do.  Of course, Sapphire was also giving me hard looks.

	“You didn’t touch me at all…” Sapphire pouted.

	“I don’t touch little girls!” I cried.

	“Are you still on about that?” Sapphire frowned. “First off, I’m a dwarf. We have a lifespan of over 1000 years, and age at about the same rate. Second, I was recreated by a dungeon, meaning my original lifespan stretches back much farther than that! Third, I’m your slave, and since you play with all of your other slaves, why am I the exception?”

	I didn’t expect Sapphire to suddenly blow up at me. I was a bit stunned and didn’t know what to say. I looked to Terra for some support, but she had her back turned to me and was distinctly focused on cleaning herself. I called out to Alysia too but got no answer. She was in her sword form so that there was no chance that the Apeman would molest her while in the soul world, but she was completely silent.

	“Sapphire…”

	“Do you not see me as yours?” She asked.

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again. She had come fairly close to the truth of it. When it came to attractiveness, Sapphire was very beautiful. Although when I first saw her, she looked to barely be over thirteen, she seemed to have grown since then. She looked closer to fourteen or fifteen now. She had a mature body. She even had larger breasts than Terra, although I’d never let Terra know that.

	However, it was in her eyes, eyes that had seen a great deal of loss and had experienced much over the years that truly revealed her age. I had seen her soul and her story. She was mature, and there was no question of consent. I supposed the reason I had held back came down to the fact that I never saw her as my lover.

	For all of the other girls, we had sort of been in a relationship from the get-go. We experienced some kind of sexual, emotional, or physical connection, and it felt like only a matter of time until our relationships became something more. However, when it came to Sapphire, as often as she acted flirtatious with me, I had never taken it seriously. That’s when I realized what it was. I didn’t see Sapphire as a lover. I saw Sapphire as a sister.

	She was like the little sister I never had. She’d tease me and give me a hard time, and she had her own life and her secrets, but when we needed each other, we’d be there. That was the relationship I had felt with her younger self, and it carried through to this part of her too. Whether her name was Rubee, Garnet, or Sapphire, I felt like she was family.

	“Sapphire…” my expression turned serious and I looked up. “I love you, Sapphire, bu… what?”

	Sapphire was no longer standing in front of me. I turned around to see Terra waiting next to me. She pointed to the doorway leading out of the boss room which was now hanging open. Sapphire poked her head in from the hallway.

	“I was messing with you, dummy.” Sapphire giggled. “Are we going or not?”

	She turned around, her pigtails dancing as she ran off. Terra reached up and patted my shoulder.

	“I thought Master’s confession was sweet.”

	“Well… now I’m annoyed with her.” I narrowed my eyes.

	 


Chapter One hundred and four

	***

	W


	ith the tamed Apeman, we began the attack on the next territory. After a taking a break for the night, we managed to break through to the boss room early in the morning. I used the Apeman and the girls to battle the territory boss, who happened to be some kind of carnivorous plant. I wasn’t able to find a way to tame it, and we had it near death when Terra came up with an idea. We used the mana source Gaia and then created a combination skill out of Submission called Plant Subjugation.

	Upon using that, the plant finally submitted and I was able to absorb it and temporarily put it in my soul world until I could get back home. The skill seemed like a somewhat silly thing. After all, how often did we encounter monster plants? The deep was the first place I had seen so many, and I had no desire to conquer them.

	That’s when Terra suggested that being able to control plants might have more perks than I thought. I could order plants to grow in specific ways, or make them react how I wanted. That reminded me of a book I had read that suggested high-level farmers seemed to be able to ask plants for favors and get them to perform by talking to them. I had originally written such a thing off, but now that I had experienced so much of the world, why couldn’t a high enough level just tell a plant to grow and make it grow?

	Perhaps, all those seeds from my world could become a profitable crop sooner rather than later. I also had my farm in my soul world which I could control to some level, but I’d bet it’d be even better with a farming job. I wasn’t able to explore that yet as the entire garden had recently been trampled and uprooted by the dwarves. It wasn’t easy feeding three hundred people.

	With the carnivorous plant boss and the apeman, I felt there was enough time to at least venture into a third territory before we needed to be back for the blacksmithing competition. I was also feeling the pressure of Twilight’s inevitable attack, and wanted to bolster our strength as soon as possible. It turned out we didn’t need to go far before we encountered the boss. Since the dungeons that once formed these territories no longer existed, the bosses weren’t bound to remain in one area and could wonder. Some were grounded, like the plant, while others just preferred an area where they were strongest, like the Apeman.

	The cyclops was just roaming down the halls, and I wouldn’t have thought he was even a boss until my dangerous sense struck and we narrowly dodged a powerful strike. Thus began a long and exhausting battle. We depended on various techniques. Blinding the cyclops was the most obvious means of controlling him. Terra was able to create a dust cloud, but without Celeste’s wind magic, it was difficult to keep him sufficiently blinded without blinding us as well.

	I’d like to say that I came up with some trick for this one, but he was a battle junky, and it took just beating him down. Terra’s impressive constitution could take just about any hit, along with Sapphire, the Apeman, and me dealing damage, and we finally wore it down. The carnivorous plant was still weakened from our earlier battle and couldn’t participate. With my White Mage spells healing us, we were ultimately able to outlast the cyclops, and it finally bowed to me.

	{You have tamed the monster, Raging Cyclops.}

	{White Mage has increased to level 66.}

	{Monster Tamer has increased to level 55.}

	{Apprentice Blacksmith has increased to level 33.}

	{Blacksmith has increased to level 9.}

	Sapphire had also reached level 72 in Blacksmith and I decided to switch her over to Weapon Smith to increase our chances of making a better weapon, so that made it to 28. We were as prepared as we’d ever be.

	 


Chapter One hundred and five

	***

	“O


	h, so you’ve showed up. I thought you might have run off from fear!” Gabbro slapped his knee as we entered the room from the far side, causing the other dwarves to break into laughter.

	They had chosen one of the currently bossless boss rooms to set up their forges. They had also seemingly built them on top of a stage and created seating all around it. The dwarves were quite industrious when they wanted to be. The entire place looked like an arena, and all three hundred dwarves as well as Pait and Dav were sitting in the stands. Pait had his arms cross, looking irritated by the noisy dwarves who were all chatting excitedly, that was when they weren’t cheering or singing loudly.

	“M-master… I’m sorry I teased you early. I regret everything. Can we please surrender?” Sapphire’s voice was very high-pitched.

	“Sapphire, you need to do this.” A woman declared, approaching the pair of us.

	“M-mom?”

	Lapis bowed her head to me politely and then turned to her daughter. “How many deep dwarves do you have memories of interacting with since reaching the surface?”

	“Ah! That… our tribe… only fifteen.”

	“You may not have known this, but blacksmithing is a bit like a sport for us. We take it very seriously.”

	“I can tell…” I said dryly.

	“What are you trying to say?” Sapphire asked.

	“For all intent and purposes, the child I called daughter died a long time ago on the surface.” As Sapphire opened her mouth, her mother raised her hand. “I accept you as my daughter, and I love you. I believe that my husband felt the same in the end and that his sacrifice was made for you as much for his people. However, while I have accepted you back as the princess, many of the other deep dwarves have not. I’ve noticed that you have intentionally avoided them and remained near your Master, and while they would never question me to my face, I’m sure there is some doubt deep in their hearts.”

	“That’s rich, considering you were all bound in Twilight…” I grumbled.

	“It’s true that none of us truly have a right to our lives. Deek, you are our benefactor and none of us will deny it.” She nodded to me before turning to Sapphire. “And it’s perhaps for that reason that there hasn’t been more pushback. However, speaking as your mother and a queen, I must tell you that this competition is important. Only with brother’s approval will they start to see you as a truly one of us.”

	“Once again… this would have been something better to tell us before this point!” I narrowed my eyes.

	Lapis stiffened, her cheeks darkening. “It’s been a busy couple of days. I’ve been keeping everyone together and on task, and you’ve been away the last few days. I can’t possibly fill you in on every nuance on the deep dwarves in only a few hours of speaking.”

	I lowered my head. “Right… sorry.”

	Although it wasn’t like time had stopped when they were in Twilight, it had slowed down. They had only felt like they were in twilight for a year or so. Had her worlds not had a time delay, surely more if not all of them would have broken down throughout hundreds if not thousands of years. Even the deep dwarves weren’t that onery. That still meant that it felt like everything had been lost in the blink of an eye. One minute, they are surrounded by darkness, and only a few days ago they found themselves waking up in another world where they were an endangered species and their kingdom had fallen. Perhaps, this competition between uncle and niece meant more to the deep dwarves than I had originally thought.

	“Alright! It’s time to begin! Show me what you got!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and six

	***

	“M


	aster… I’m panicking!” Sapphire looked in tears.

	Lapis had come up to inform her of the importance of this event, but that put even more pressure on her to perform well. It wasn’t just a matter of the national treasures of her entire kingdom, but also her status as a deep dwarf and the acceptance of her people. While Lapis seemed like a gentle mother, she certainly didn’t waste time dumping a lot of pressure on her daughter.

	I put my hands on her shoulders, forcing Sapphire to look up at me. “You can do this. We can do this. Remember, you’re not alone. We’re together in this.”

	“O-okay…” She responded, still looking down, but her cheeks turning pink.

	“Alright, let’s get this over with.” Gabbro spoke up. “Let’s go over the terms. We will each mage a silvthril dagger. Whichever blacksmith whose dagger is deemed the better weapon wins. If I win, then I will take back the accumulated treasury of the deep dwarves. Also, we will consider our debt to you forfeit. We will owe you nothing, and once passing this crisis, we will split ways to forge our own path.”

	“What is this?” Sapphire lifted her head in surprise.

	“Hmph… I added that last part after thinking about it. Those resources were already ours. I prefer to close debts promptly, and I’d rather my people not remain in some kind of unspecified debt with a foreigner. Do you accept?”

	I squeezed Sapphire’s shoulder and gave her a wink. “I will accept your terms, but since you added a condition, I will also add one.”

	“That depends on what it is!” Gabbro growled.

	“If we win, I will keep control of the resources.” This caused a few of the deep dwarves to grumble, but after a look from Gabbro, they silenced, since they were implying Gabbro would somehow lose. “And for my second term, if we win, then you will personally take on Sapphire as your personal disciple!”

	“Ah!” Sapphire cried out.

	“That’s preposterous!” Another dwarf couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

	“Gabbro hasn’t taken on an apprentice since two hundred years before Twilight.” Someone else added.

	“I guess you’re right,” I spoke out, shrugging. “After all, if Sapphire can make a better dagger, is Gabbro even really needed?”

	Such words caused all of them to cry out in anger. The only one who wasn’t reacting much was Gabbro himself. He had his arms crossed and was glaring at me suspiciously. When everyone finally quieted enough, he spoke up.

	“Fine… I accept your terms.” He declared in a clear voice. “However, what metric will we use to determine victory.”

	I nodded and gestured to Terra, who was sitting in the stands near Pait. “Terra will be the judge.”

	He frowned, glancing over at Terra. “Her?”

	“Don’t let her appearance deceive you. She is a Mineral Appraiser and Metallurgist. Her eye for well-shaped steel may even be better than any of yours.”

	While I was leveling my Blacksmith with Sapphire, Terra was earning just as much experience. I had given her Earth Summoner and Mineral Appraiser to power level. After our extra leveling, they were 53 and 47 respectively. When Earth Summoner hit 50, that was when Metallurgist popped up, and then I managed to get that up to level 7. Either way, I was confident in her ability to tell the quality of our blacksmithing.

	“As if I would allow that!” Gabbro declared. “If we use your judge, then they’d cheat for sure. That’s why we’ll use mine!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and seven

	***

	“I


	’m not going to cheat!” Terra cried out.

	“How could you possibly not vote in your Master’s favor!” One of the dwarves shouted out.

	“This is unfair.” Another added.

	I lifted my hand, quieting them down enough that I could be heard. “As you are all aware, Terra is my slave and I am her Master. You may not be aware, but I had the job Slave Master, and that job, I can give orders to my slave, even setting the severity of punishment should they go against them. In this case, I order Terra to judge honestly and select the superior weapon. If she goes against my order, then she will experience pain. Good?”

	“He probably ordered her yesterday to ignore any orders today!”

	“What if he’s not a Slave Master, then he could just say anything and it wouldn’t matter!”

	These dwarves were stubborn! I was expecting that to be the end of it.

	“How about this?” Gabbro spoke up. “Both of our judges will pass, and if they do not agree, then we will depend on a tiebreaker.”

	“Who are you picking?” I asked. “I have made my slave swear to be honest. What guarantee do I have that you won’t have someone who would always pick you?”

	I was starting to sound like them!

	“I had considered this as well.” Gabbro nodded. “That’s why I selected Lapis to be the decider. She is my sister and Sapphire’s mother. If anything, she’d be dispositioned to helping her daughter…”

	“I would never throw a contest so dishonorably!” Lapis cried out, shooting Gabbro a glare.

	The smile immediately left his face and he gave an awkward laugh. It appeared like there was someone who could still make Gabbro squirm. His younger sister was a weakness of his.

	“Fine, I will accept her.” I agreed. “But who will be the tiebreaker?”

	“As if it’d get to a tiebreaker.” Gabbro snorted. “Very well, since we’re deciding, we’ll go with that esmere over there.”

	“Me?” Pait jerked up. “Why me?”

	I had to agree. “He came here with me. He’s my friend. He also knows nothing about weapons. Why would you leave him to be the tiebreaker?”

	“It’s because he came here with you that I knew you wouldn’t dispute it.” Gabbro laugh. “However, I know a politician when I see one, and he’s a politician. He may be your friend, but I’ve already had a chance to pump him for information. Now, he’s a lad who can’t hold his alcohol.”

	“Is that why you invited me to drink?” Pait cried out. “Dav still won’t look at me after I came home drunk, but I don’t remember anything and she won’t tell me!”

	Everyone glanced at Dav, who was distinctly looking the other way, her face glowing red. “It’s nothing…”

	“Anyway, I’ve learned that he doesn’t belong to the same country as you, and you kidnapped him from his current post.”

	“I might have done something like that,” I muttered.

	“Whether he’s your friend or not, it is still Esmore he must look after. Would he rather do you a favor, or would he rather owe me? Half the population of Esmore is dwarves. Some believe deep dwarves went to the surface and became surface dwarves. Others believe they were cousins from the same dungeon world, and I suppose a few believe they aren’t related to us at all. However, no one can deny they’ve been jealous of our blacksmith and mining techniques for untold ages. I wonder what he’ll consider a more advantageous choice, allowing Aberis to gain control of the deep dwarves and their techniques, or freeing them from such an agreement and getting a personal favor with me.”

	“When you say it like that, isn’t he going to pick you?”

	“Hehe… that depends on how loyal a friend you think Pait really is.” Gabbro laughed. “Of course, if you deny him, aren’t you saying you don’t trust this friend of yours?”

	“Geh…” He really had me there. “Fine, I agree!”

	“Then, let’s begin!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and eight

	***

	“S


	ince I wouldn’t want you to claim unfairness, our forges were created the same, using a milder temperature. I also left you the schematics and instructions we will follow, so you can’t claim I used a technique you’d never seen before.” Gabbro responded as we walked up to our forge.

	“The temperature should be hotter.” Sapphire immediately said.

	“I didn’t want your precious little master getting hurt on the hot stove.” Gabbro didn’t hide the mocking in his voice.

	“We can handle ourselves!” Sapphire snarled.

	I nodded, walking up and putting my hand directly on the burning stove. I had equipped Heat Immunity now, so this act that even Gabbro wouldn’t do I did with ease. The men all gasped as I casually tested the temperature with my finger, and then began to alter the temperature using magic. As the stove rose, Sapphire also began to prepare, tying on her apron, finding the hammer she wanted, as well as the piece of silvthril.

	Seeing me touching the forge, and making it much hotter, he gave a slightly irritated wave, and a dwarf came near the stove and started casting a spell, to increase the heat of their stove to match ours. The material used for these stoves wasn’t quite as fine as the material that would be forged into the weapons, so I brought it to the point where the metal almost turned red before I stabilized the heat.

	Gabbro finally stood up at his, and he was quickly joined by another dwarf who looked about the same age as him but moved much more spryly like he had to be much younger. I will still trying to figure out deep dwarf aging. The pair had already seemingly set up everything they wanted and didn’t hesitate to start moving like the Masters that they were, working with a finesse only experience could create.

	“Master, do you see the deep dwarf technique?” Sapphire gestured.

	“Does it differ from the technique you acquired in Twilight’s Dungeon?” I asked.

	“Only slightly. However, I don’t believe we should follow this path anyway.”

	“Are you sure about that?”

	She made an uncertain face but finally nodded. “If we follow a technique that uncle has mastered, at best we’d only be creating a product as good as if not inferior to his. The only way we can defeat uncle is by forging our path.”

	“Then, I will follow your lead.”

	She nodded, and then hesitated for a moment “Master, do you still have the lore that my father sent you?”

	“It’s mostly been absorbed by the dungeon, but it’s not like I cannot conjure it up with my Dungeon Master job.”

	“Does any of it contain anything about our upcoming enemy?”

	I blinked, thought about it for a few moments, and then nodded. “I think it does.”

	“Is there any way you can share the knowledge with me… through our bond?”

	I had never considered doing something like that before. The closest skill I recalled having was Duplicate Slave skill. In that case, I was able to temporarily pull on my slave’s lore so that I could pull off one of the skills only they should have. Of course, when I first had the skill, I didn’t understand that was what I was doing. I quickly went through my Slave Master skills, and that was when I landed on one called Slave Teaching. I had gotten it at 42, but I had mostly ignored it.

	“I think I might be able to do just that,” I smirked.

	While Gabbro and his partner were already busy at work, Sapphire and I worked out a design between each other. It had already been about fifteen minutes with them half done when we finally began.

	 


Chapter One hundred and nine

	***

	I


	 used my Fire Control to my full advantage. With Temperature Gauge, I could see the change of temperatures, and with Heat Immunity, I was in no threat of being getting heat exhausted. In fact, it felt like a cool day for me. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the one doing the work. That all fell to Sapphire. I knew how to blacksmith as much as my job allowed, but my methods would never be as refined as someone with actual practice. I hadn’t spent a single day in the forge, so while I theoretically could figure it out, I’d look sloppy to anyone with any skill.

	Furthermore, I had only seen a silvthril sword made once, so whatever special techniques were needed to work with silvthril, I didn’t know them. I had to depend on Sapphire, and while she was a dwarf resistant to heat, she wasn’t as practiced in front of the blistering forge as her uncle. The forges she worked in on the surface typically had a lot of ventilation, and so it never got too hot. Yet, this room seemed to keep in a lot of heat, and even Pait sitting in the stands was sweating uncomfortably over the heat.

	Sapphire who was directly next to the flames was being hit the hardest. She also didn’t necessarily have the physical strength of her uncle. Thinking about it, she would do well with a second job that had a lot of strength perks. Her stamina seemed to be weak, and by the time she had heated the metal and started striking it, she was showing signs of her stamina waning.

	I felt I was at fault for this. This was far different from her time when she had made the silvthril sword. Besides the different environment, she had made that sword after a long time of training under a blacksmith and working the forge regularly.  It had been nearly a month since she last touched a forge when she made her journey to the deep, and then an additional month where her soul and body were allowed to atrophy within Twilight. Then, already in a weakened state, I had forced her to level up her Blacksmith. I had been treating her like she possessed my stamina, and few truly could keep up with a god soul.

	As Gabbro reached the end of his forging steps, he glanced over at Sapphire as she hammered, her technique starting to slip, her cheeks flushed and red as she gasped for breath. He made a dismissive snort. I wasn’t sure if Sapphire noticed his look, but I hoped that she didn’t. I began to realize that going on like this, we wouldn’t be able to win.

	That led me back to the Soulsmithing job. Ever since I had unlocked it, I had become fascinated with it. There was another name it could potentially have been called. Lorecrafting. It was the ability to refine, alter, and create lore. You could manipulate the story… wasn’t that nearly equivalent to altering the state of something?

	Soul merging was one of my new skills as well. If I could use a Slaves skill, then there had to be a way a slave could use mine, and if they could use my slave skills, then why couldn’t they use my other skills as well.

	“Ahh!” Bang

	Sapphire had made the most embarrassing of mistakes. She had accidentally hit her finger, causing her to drop her hammer. Even over the roaring sound of the forge, I could hear the disapproving sounds. Doing such an act was something even an apprentice wouldn’t do. Sapphire shook, looking like she was a second away from breaking. I left my post and walked around, wrapping my arms around Sapphire’s body.

	“I-I can’t…” Sapphire shivered, even though her body was covered in sweat.

	“I told you, you don’t have to do this alone,” I whispered in her ear. “We’ll do this together. Soul merge!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and ten

	***

	T


	he idea of Soul Merge was to merge lore into your soul. At least, that’s what I had originally assumed. However, now I was thinking that maybe, soul merge could also be used to push two souls together. Typically, the only way to be able to achieve such an act was through physical intimacy. When you had sex, your soul and their soul would become close, and possibly even touch. This is what happened when Alysia took my soul. As our souls grew closer during intimacy, her soul sucked mine out of my body.

	This wasn’t quite the same thing, but it had a similar feel. I was essentially trying to push our souls together, attempting to touch them. I wasn’t looking for our souls to merge. When it came to lore, forcing it to merge took a lot of effort. It took Twilight years to get people to merge their souls with her. For Sapphire and I to merge our souls, we’d need to be beyond intimate. We’d need to be united in body and soul. We simply weren’t that close.

	Yet, our souls could touch, and when they touched I’d be able to lend her my power, my strength, and my lore. That was my intent. I pushed my soul out, pressing it against hers. Sapphire gasped as this happened.

	“Ignore everyone else,” I whispered. “It’s just us.”

	I reached down and grabbed her hammer, and then handed it to her. After a few seconds of hesitation, she grabbed it and began again. I went back to my place. It wasn’t like I had to physically touch her to keep our souls together. Only someone sensitive to such things like Miki would be able to see it, but there was a connection between us at that moment far closer and thicker than any bond. We began to work.

	Our motions began to sink perfectly. It was reminiscent of the first time we had made a sword. We had fallen into a kind of zone, working in sync, me using my experience and our bond to guess what she wanted. Now, it was no longer a guess. Our bodies and minds worked as one, seamlessly working together. I didn’t need to refresh her, as my body directly gave her strength and stamina. While I worked as her two extra hands and kept our souls together, she swung the hammer and worked with precision and speed.

	Our movements steadied and became like an art. She hammered, shifted, heated, hammered, and I assisted her in every task before she even knew she needed it. The lore of blacksmithing floated between us, and as I used my Advanced Learning to unlock the secrets behind it, they were also shared instantly with her. Insights were unlocking within her as we went. If we kept this up, I was certain she could level very rapidly.

	However, we only had a single small blade to make, and with the hotter forge and the higher levels of experience, it didn’t take nearly as long as the sword had taken. It was only when I let our souls split back away that I was strong with bone splitting exhaustion. Sapphire slumped, all but collapsing to the ground. However, we had finished it; we had made the dagger.

	 


Chapter One hundred and eleven

	***

	I


	t wasn’t until we were finished that I realized that the entire room had gone quiet. The often talkative and boisterous dwarves were all watching intently. None was watching harder than Gabbro, who had a strangely intense and peculiar look on his face. Whether he was confused, pleased, or disgusted, it was impossible to tell what emotion he was displaying. I used refresh on Sapphire and then held her to help her up. When I touched her, she jumped a little bit, her eyes darting at me before looking away shyly.

	I had been intimate with so many women, I hadn’t considered how comfortable she would have been with my soul touching against hers like that. I wanted to apologize, but just then Gabbro slapped his hands together.

	“Well, you at least finished it. I had my doubts you’d even make it that far. Since this is the case, then let’s get this over with!” Gabbro growled.

	He picked up his knife and then handed it hilt first to Terra. Terra glanced at me curiously, and so I did the same. Terra seemed to have a pretty high tolerance for heat too, but she did stay off the main platform with the forge, so it might not quite be at the dwarf’s level, especially since she didn’t sweat. Gabbro’s dagger was very normal, and the quality of the blade was clear to see. Ours had a slightly curved appearance.

	Terra looked over each blade and then slashed them a few times. Her analysis continued for about five minutes, and during that time, Gabbro impatiently tapped his foot.

	“Will you get on with it already!” He snapped.

	Terra jumped, and then let out a sigh. She shot me a regretful look before placing them down on a counter.

	“Both blades are good. They have a similar sharpness, and the silvthril is pure.” She started first, deflating slightly under Gabbro’s look. “However, Gabbro’s blade is much more balanced. The integrity of the blade is superior, and the weight is perfect. I’m sorry, Master. You asked me to speak honestly.”

	Gabbro chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with speaking the truth. A bad blade is a bad blade.”

	“It’s not bad!” Terra cried out and then blushed, not meeting my eyes. “It’s just, this is a superior dagger.”

	“It’s okay, Terra.” I sighed. “Thank you for being honest with your assessment.”

	“Since she has accepted, I’m the best, this is already over.” Gabbro shrugged. “Sister, please tell them who is superior.”

	Lapis approached the blades as well but hesitated. “Can you remind me of the conditions of victory again?”

	“What? It’s just whichever is the best weapon! Go ahead and tell them which is the better weapon.”

	“I won’t just randomly state something. I’m a queen, and my word is my honor!” Lapis chastised, causing Gabbro to quickly back down.

	“Ah… s-sorry…” He coughed.

	Lapis picked up each blade. Compared to Terra, who seemed to be comfortable wielding the blades, she seemed to barely know what she was doing. However, after looking over both blades and putting them back down on the counter, she nodded to herself.

	“I have decided which blade is the superior weapon,” she said.

	“And?” Gabbro asked.

	“That would be Sapphire’s blade.”

	 


Chapter One hundred and twelve

	***

	“L


	-lapis, what are you saying?”

	“You asked me for my judgment,” Lapis responded shortly. “I gave it.”

	Looking slightly taken aback, Gabbro leaned forward. “I know she’s your daughter, but of all people, I didn’t think that you would act so willful.”

	“You dare call me willful?” Lapis’s eyes appeared to ignite with lightning, and Gabbro immediately put up his hands.

	“M-maybe… if you explain your thought process…”

	“Hmph…” Lapis crossed her arms angrily. “Next time, just say you want an explanation rather than accusing me of dishonesty.”

	I perked up as well. I had worried when Terra had selected Gabbro. I had thought we might lose. I was glad Lapis chose my blade, but I was curious if she had seen what I hoped she had seen.

	“G-go on…” Gabbro responded, clearly just as curious.

	“It’s true that your blade does contain a better balance. The skill placed into its construction is superior to the other. Overall, it’s a better knife.”

	“Then-”

	“However, the point of the competition was not to create a well-rounded and all-purpose item.” Lapis cut in before he could interrupt her. “When it comes to weapons, the other blade is superior.”

	“Wh-what?”

	“Look at this blade, it’s designed specifically for quick, jagged movements.” She moved the blade in her hand swiftly and smoothly. “Each strike intending to cause the maximum damage. While your knife could be used to stab a man or open a letter, this blade only has one function, destruction.”

	“Th-that… that’s…” Gabbro found himself unable to come up with a reply.

	“Your blade is practiced, but how could it not be? It’s just like every typical dagger ever produced by the dwarves. There is nothing to it, no ingenuity, no creativity, no thought…” Each word she spoke caused Gabbro to grunt like he was being hit brutally. “Meanwhile, this blade took into consideration the monster it had to fight. Weightless wraiths, shadow creatures with rapid attacks and no mercy. You don’t need to block such an enemy, you need to destroy it before it attacks you!”

	“Lapis?”

	She closed her eyes, and as she did so she squeezed the dagger in her hand. “I can feel the lore of this blade. It has a purpose. It has a story. This is the kind of blade from which legends are formed.”

	“How did I never see it?” Terra asked, looking very unhappy.

	Her judgment on it had been extremely surface value. Although she was the appraiser, she had seen only the most surface-level features of the blades and judged them on that.

	“What are you saying? Show me that…” Gabbro stepped forward, and Lapis put the blade down for him to see.

	He picked it up and then moved it slightly. As he looked down at it, his frown intensified.

	“Well, it seems like I’ll be needed after all.” Pait declared, standing up.

	“I don’t get it. This isn’t a magical blade. It’s not a soul blade either. Yet, she’s right… there is lore in this blade, baked into its very essence. All these years… I thought I reached the pinnacle of blacksmithing, but all I was doing was shaping metal. Purpose? Goals? I had long forgotten that the most convenient wasn’t always the best.” He seemed to be muttering to himself now.

	“Um… well… anyway, I can see that this blade is quite good…” Pait picked up Gabbro’s blade.

	“I concede.” Gabbro suddenly declared, causing all the dwarves to burst out in cries of shock.

	“You can’t concede!”

	“The treasure!”

	“Gabbro,” I interjected, causing his eyes to focus on me. “How about I offer an alternative proposal.”

	“What is that?’ He asked suspiciously.

	“One judge has voted for one of us, and one for the other…”

	“I can’t change my vote?” Terra asked tearfully.

	“No!” I cleared my throat. “I mean, how about we draw.”

	“Draw?”

	“We both have our demands met,” I responded with a smile. “We’ll cut the treasure in half. Dwarves get half, and Chalm gets the other half. The dwarf’s debt to me will be considered done with that. You won’t owe me anything. Finally, you will take on Sapphire as your apprentice!”

	“You would sacrifice the dwarf’s debt to you?” He frowned.

	“I don’t want to force you to work with me.” I shrugged. “I’d much rather be allies. Let’s work together from here on out, okay?”

	He watched me for a few more careful moments, and then he put out his hand. “Deal.”

	 


Chapter One hundred and thirteen

	***

	“T


	he dwarves cannot be bullied or forced. They may feel some obligation to you, but if you just try to force them, they will resent you for it.”

	Those had been the words of advice given to me by Lapis. Lapis had only given me that advice because of her attachment to Sapphire, but it had ultimately lead me to go this length to bring the dwarves by my side. Once Gabbro conceded to my conditions, the entire atmosphere of the dungeon changed. They had build ten additional forges just in case, and immediately began production of weapons and armor, lead by Gabbro himself.

	“I won’t take any slacking.” Gabbro walked up to Sapphire and declared. “If you’re going to learn, you can be wasting time playing around in some dungeon. Every blacksmith level earned by leveling is a blacksmith level wasted.”

	“S-seriously?” I couldn’t help but cry out.

	“Hmm…” His eyes narrowed on me. “You were sloppy! As an apprentice, your work was subpar!”

	“Geh… but I kept the temperature perfect, and I did everything she asked…”

	“And you were also a distraction! A good apprentice is a wallflower who only appears when needed. Her eyes kept darting to you like a schoolgirl in love.”

	“L-l-love!” Sapphire cried out, her face turning red.

	“A proper assistance doesn’t overshadow their blacksmith, especially when you lack the experience to do so!” He ignored the fidgeting Sapphire.

	“I understand,” I responded stiffly, not sure how I felt about that.

	I was well aware that experience beat levels. My method of rapidly gaining jobs and lore without building it off my own experience was a problem. Unless I could learn to do what King Diorite suggested and merge with my lore, making it mine, I would always have that inherent weakness. I understood the principles behind it, but having them exposed so suddenly by this blacksmith didn’t feel great either. The last thing I wanted to do was hold Sapphire back from success.

	“Since you understand,” He suddenly brought his hand up and gave my shoulder a single pat. “Then, how about you focus on what you’re best at for now, and let me worry about the blacksmithing.”

	I looked up, a bit surprised at his words that had started out sounding harsh becoming so calm and encouraging.

	“Uncle…” Sapphire was also looking at Gabbro with a bit of surprise.

	“I’m interested in seeing this city you built, Chalm. It sounds like you’re in desperate need of smith production.” Gabbro stiffened as he noticed us looking at him with shock. “I may be a stubborn old drunk, but I’m not unreasonable! Girl! Let’s go!”

	“Y-yes!” Sapphire shot me a smile, perhaps the most genuine smile I had ever seen on her face, and then she raced after Gabbro, who moved away like an unstoppable train.

	I stared after them, still a bit stunned at the direction of events. I had hoped that through Sapphire, that I would have slowly tied Gabbro to Chalm, but even if I failed, at least I’d get the skilled Sapphire out of it. However, at that moment, he had all but admitted his intention to join Chalm, and that likely meant that would be the decision of the rest of the deep dwarves too.

	“Congratulations.” Lapis’s light voice came from behind me. “You have managed to gain brother’s approval. That is the most you could ever hope from him.”

	I nodded, feeling a bit relieved. “I see…”

	“However.” She added. “If you plan to have further intentions with my daughter, you still have yet to earn my approval!”

	“Geh!”

	It looked like I had only defeated the miniboss, and I had still the dungeon master to face.

	 


Chapter One hundred and fourteen

	***
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	s their forge was filled with hammering, I began the next part of my plan. I placed the three bosses we had gathered so far into strategic places in the dungeon. After that, I found Terra and explained to her my plan. We chose our location to be the room with the plant. I had given up a lot of my soul world’s vitality to quickly heal the plant, also using waters of life to feed it. It ended up growing substantially, and despite only just being placed in the room it already looked like it had been there for weeks.

	My soul world was now brown and dying, and the once luscious location was barely better a wasteland than I had seen in the visions of Twilight. It would take some time to restore the life and energy pulled from it, but I believed that what I was about to do would be worth it. We picked a side room and then barricaded it off.

	“Here are some powerful metals, I want to control the path completely. Can you work with it without a blacksmith?” I asked.

	“A blacksmith’s work would be better, and I wouldn’t be able to refine things to the level of a blade, but if it’s just armor plating, I can create something durable.” Terra responded.

	“Are we sure we want to do this, Master?” Alysia asked. “We don’t know what will happen.”

	“It’s a risk, but we have to try something. We won’t have the strength to defend against Twilight in just a few days without this. We may have spread out the range by three territories, but it’s requiring a lot of mana and I’ve already used my reserves. If I could connect with my surface dungeon down here, I would have already done so. This is the most important thing right now.”

	“I… understand.”

	“Can you make the change again?”

	“Y-yes…”

	I pulled out Alysia, but her form changed once again, this time turning back into the drill I had used to first get here. Terra looked at the item as I started drilling up.

	“That’s very interesting, Master.”

	“Th-thank you,” Alysia responded.

	Terra had always had an interest in contraptions. Compared to Sapphire, who specifically enjoyed metalwork, her interests included any mechanical contraption of any type, magically run or with physics. After going to my world, I had bought her several physics toys I thought she might enjoy, but I hadn’t found a time to give them to her yet. Once we were out of this, I would show her some of the engineering marvels from my world.

	Speaking of contraptions, that was exactly what we were building. We ended up building a pit with a thirty-foot drop. At the bottom of the pit was a series of jagged spikes made of powerful alloy. There was an adjacent door that led into the room of the plant monster, who was already starting to send vines into the pit trap.

	While Terra was lining the sides with metal far more valuable than what we were wasting it on, we drilled a long path. In this hallway, I used mana from my dungeon to create a series of traps, all aimed at causing damage. By the time we were done, Terra finished reinforcing the bit, and we had come out into a small alcove situated at the very edge of our domain. If the lore left to me by King Diorite were correct, we should be in the right spot.

	“Are we ready?” I asked.

	The two of us prepared ourselves. I started to drill up, and then I struck something hard. I exploded up with all of my force, using a Create Step to try to force myself through.

	“Can you make it?” I asked.

	“I’ll do it!”  

	Terra rose to the ground, giving my feet someplace to land, but then she began to force the rock up, shoving me into the ceiling. With the barrier on one side and Terra’s raising platform on the other, the only choice was to break through or be squashed. My entire body turned red, and I pushed as powerfully as I could, and ever so slowly we began to breakthrough.

	Finally, the barrier gave way and we rose into an inferno.

	{You have entered the dungeon, Infernal Hell. Destroy the lore to break the curse, or complete the lore for extra dungeon points and a blessing!}

	 


Chapter One hundred and fifteen

	***
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	f one was expecting a place called an Infernal Hell to be a subversion of the name, I quickly found that wasn’t the case at all. The heat of the level we broke into was unbearable, and from that alone, it would not include just about any adventurer from Aberis. If it wasn’t for my dungeon skills, I also would have collapsed in minutes.

	“Terra, are you okay?”

	“My body already has a good resistance to fire. I was built to fight a dragon, after all. With the dungeon skills Master set, I am managing.” Terra responded.

	She had dungeon skills that I could still alter, and while they weren’t as numerous as my own, they weren’t enough to give her Heat Resistance, she could at least get Fire Immunity. Considering a golem wasn’t likely to be Heat Exhausted, Heat Immunity wasn’t needed unless it was the temperature that she would melt.

	“Alysia, how about you?”

	“I’m also fine, Master.”

	Since I had Alysia dig through lava, this was probably nothing. That wasn’t to say it wasn’t hot here. There was lava lining the path, and a careless step would send you falling into a lava moat. The very air seemed to shimmer with heat.

	“What is the plan, exactly?” Terra asked.

	“Remember Widow’s Dungeon?” I asked.

	“Yeah, what about it?”

	“When the miner’s punched a hole in the side of it, monsters kept falling out. Every time a miniboss left the floor, the dungeon expended mana to produce a new one. In essence, it created a mana leak in the dungeon. The Infernal Dungeon has a history and depth I can’t contemplate. Even the mobs here are likely more than we can handle. It grew so deep that it reached Twilight’s prison and allowed her to influence the surface from down here. We need to make a dungeon capable of keeping her from reuniting with this dungeon, and since we only have a week to do it, I’m going to use the Infernal Hell against itself.”

	“Isn’t that dangerous?”

	“Is it dangerous for a flea to bite a dog?” I asked. “Our size is nothing compared to it. That’s why I’m doing it this way. If I tried to declare war on the Infernal Dungeon, we would be destroyed in an instant. However, a mob falling through a hole is something different. The mob falls through, gets weakened through our resetting traps, and then falls to its death on the spikes below. Then, the plant boss eats it and provides the mana force for our dungeon. Boom, a continuous source of mana.”

	“Then, what are we here for?”

	“You need to make sure that hole does heal. Use your metals to create a stent. As for me, I’m going to set an attractant.”

	Terra nodded and I helped her open up the hole and bit more as she placed pieces to keep it open. A dungeon like this might be able to heal such a wound in only a few hours. I needed it to last days, at least. It did open up a direct path from the Infernal Hell to my dungeon, which was a security risk, but that was why I had included so many traps as well as the fall.

	If the monsters near the bottom of the Infernal Hell were powerful enough to make it through my traps, and fall a 30-foot drop on spikes, and then still manage to fend off the absorptive ability of the plant, then I also had a failsafe there too. One of the other things I had been doing was converting the dungeon to be collapsible. I had a feeling in the fight to come that we might have to retreat to more strategic positions, and so the boss room and this hallway would all collapse. We had to do whatever it took to survive.

	 


Chapter One hundred and sixteen

	***
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	efore we could let this mana collection system I devised run, there was one other thing I needed to discover. I needed to know what monsters were on this level. I didn’t know how deep we were, but I would be shocked if it was under 150. I knew that the space in dungeons didn’t necessarily always reflect the space outside of dungeons, so it was really hard to say when it came to this dungeon. I didn’t know its shape or how it was organized, so we might not even be at the bottom of the dungeon, but somewhere in the middle.

	I had read in a book once that a larger dungeon could take a branching path. The lore behind them became so complex that it became like a choose your adventure, sending people down different paths to follow the story from different points of view and different directions. I had never experienced such a thing, but I did recognize that this could just be one of the paths of a much large complex. Well, considering that I dug south from Esmore, and with only a few weeks of walking I ended up under Hell’s Dungeon, which was supposed in the Demon’s land nearly six months travel north of Esmore on the other side of the continent, one could understand just how strange space was in the deep.

	Either way, what animals existed on this level would influence how successful my plan would work, so before I started summoning them down my trap, I needed to be certain that the trap would work. Thus, I had my Map out and was using sense life to try to find a monster. It didn’t take long before I located one.

	“A squirrel…” I spoke in disbelief.

	After seeing a monster around the corner, I had carefully tried to catch a peek at it, using the reflection of my sword just in case. I wasn’t using Alysia for that. She was too large, and it would defeat the purpose of being sneaking if I was sticking out a massive blade from the corner. Ultimately, after taking every precaution, all I saw was a fiery red squirrel. It was different, the tail was a blazing fire, but at the end of it, this was just a squirrel.

	“M-maybe… this is what the main monster of this level eats?” Alysia offered.

	Technically, a dungeon monster didn’t need to eat as long as it was provided miasma from the dungeon. However, that didn’t mean there weren’t instances of ecosystems being set up with prey and predators. It allowed the predators to be even stronger since they got to practice against the prey and consume their miasma.

	As I was thinking about it, the squirrel suddenly turned its head around, its eyes immediately locking on my blade. It had seen it? A moment later, the squirrel disappeared. It was just there and then it wasn’t. Was this one of those invisible creatures that could only be detected with Sense Life? It made sense. I was just about to bring up my Map to track it when my arm felt a thud, following by the banking of metal.

	I looked at my arm to see that the sword, made from deep dwarven steel, was broken in half. The top of the blade had uselessly fallen to the ground like it had been cut in a second.

	“Master!” Alysia warned.

	I looked up to see a squirrel hanging from the wall. It was chewing on a small fragment of metal, and it was staring at me with glowing red eyes.
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	***
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	 don’t wanna die!” I cried, racing down the hallway back to the hole.

	“He’s attacking! So fast!”

	“Ahhhh!” I fell as my leg was suddenly gone.

	A blur that was the squirrel had shot through my leg, cutting it off just like that. I collapsed to the ground, spinning around in time to see it a few meters away, sitting on top of my removed leg. I let out a scream and threw another blade at it. My throw was perfect, but just as the blade reached it jumped up. I swore it walked along the blade as it passed before harmless landing back on my leg. As for the blade, it split in two right down the middle flying off into two pieces behind the squirrel.

	“Why are you so powerful!” I cried out.

	“Master, what is going on?” Terra cried out, looking around the corner.

	I wasn’t far from the hole and had already made it back halfway before I was hit by the squirrel.

	“Terra, run for your life!”

	Terra cocked her head, looking at me without a leg, and then the squirrel. “It’s… a squirrel?”

	“Watch out!”

	The squirrel jumped again, and this time I tried to hold up my hand to block it. This time I lost my arm.

	“Master!” Terra’s eyes widened as she finally grasped what was happening.

	Terra immediately ran to me and picked me up, turning and running. She did it in a way I was facing behind her. Lifting my hand, I started throwing out spells, anything I could to delay the squirrel. It dodged and danced around them, seemingly playing with me. It launched another attack, and I tried to protect Terra with my leg. It took my leg and Terra’s leg too. Terra didn’t fall as I had done. Instead, she immediately began hoping with one foot.

	The squirrel looked up at us, and I swear in smirked. Was I going to die from a squirrel? Wasn’t that far too pitiful?

	“It’s coming again!”

	Terra jumped forward just as it blurred again. However, we reached the hole, and I saw it fly just over our heads as we fell into the hole. No… it had been aiming for our heads! We’d be headless had it succeeded in that attack.

	We collapsed into the hallway, and Alysia took her human form, grabbing both Terra and me and pulling us down it. I watched in horror as the squirrel jumped down and landed in front of us. It leaped forward, clearly not happy at its failure to behead us. A blade trap launched, but it easily avoided it. Then, there was a sticky trap, which slowed it for a moment, but it quickly got out of it. Meanwhile, Alysia was pulling us back desperately to the end of the corridor.

	She reached the end. Other than jumping down and being impaled on the spikes below, there was no escape. The squirrel jumped again, and an ice trap triggered. This came out in a freezing mist. The squirrel froze, its tail blaze going out, and then it landed a few feet in front of us with a thud, its body not moving. We stared in wonder as vine came from behind us, grabbed the unconscious squirrel up in its fine, and then began to consume it. It turned out the squirrel was extremely vulnerable to cold.

	“We-we need more ice traps,” I spoke shakily.

	 


Chapter One hundred and eighteen

	***

	{W


	hite Mage has increased to level 67.}

	I let out a breath of relief as I was able to reattach my limbs. I wasn’t sure if I could grow back limbs or not, but since the squirrel had abandoned the limbs after tearing them off of me one after another, they were still around to recollect. We had very cautiously made our way in, sending Alysia to go get them. Since she was my sword, I could recall her to my hand at a moments warning, and then we could duck back into our safe spawn among the traps. I had also accessed my dungeon and redesigned the hallway with a greater focus on cold and ice-based traps. Any fire monster would be doused trying to make it through that hallway.

	Once we had all the limbs back, I had first reattached Terra’s limb, which was considerably easier to do as she was a golem. There were methods to do it that didn’t involve anything but her own innate abilities, although I found both Repair and Heal both would heal her injuries too. Then, it was the part I wasn’t confident I could do. When my hand started to twitch, I felt a great deal of relief.

	My legs and arms burned for a few ours as the nerves reattached, but with Regeneration reinforced with Regen and my healing, it was only a matter of time before I was up again. During that time, another curious squirrel had ended up down in the trap, but it was quickly dispatched thanks to the better trap allocation. Feeling a bit more confident in my plans, I finally released the monster attractant, although I used a very small amount of it.

	As soon as it was lit, we fled back to my dungeon, remaining at a safe point. We had also decided to replace the fall onto spikes which I now new wouldn’t work with a fall into a pit of something similar to liquid nitrogen. It was thicker that liquid nitrogen, but was insanely cold. It was the opposite of magma. We added slick stuff to the walls of the pit so the squirrels couldn’t cling onto them either. Basically, at the last bit of the hallway, it suddenly arced down and got slippery. A few dozen squirrels came in, and a few dozen squirrels were dispatched.

	That’s when another enemy appeared. At first, I didn’t even know what it was. It looked like magma that was just rolling across the ground. It took me a while to realize it as some kind of magma slime. I hadn’t considered encountering such a slime. It plopped down into the hallway trap and then started moving forward. It hit the first trap, and then the second. It took about a minute for the traps to magically reset, but no matter how many squirrels came at once, they were usually were all gone by the third. However, this enemy went right passed the third and continued on.

	It moved forward at a slow pace, constantly sludging forward a few inches at a time. As it cleared the hallway, I was seriously starting to sweat. When it slid down the ramp and then fell into the pit, their was a small eruption as the magma struck the cold. For a moment, I thought the magma was going to keep coming. Once it reached the plant, I didn’t know what we were going to do about it. However, after boiling for a few minutes, a blackened ash thing came floating to the surface. The magma slime had finally perished.

	I let out a breath of relief. Before I could say anything though, the plant immediately grabbed the slime and then consumed it. At that moment, it started to glow, and I felt a sudden burst of mana.

	{Your tamed monster, Carnivorous Plant has evolved into an Ember Vine.}

	 


Chapter One hundred and nineteen

	***

	O


	nce the Carnivorous Plant had become an Ember Vine, it took on red appearance and seemed completely resistant to heat. The vine started to move down the corridor, filling up our hallway of traps. Since it wasn’t an enemy, it didn’t ignore the cold or ice traps, so it only had to avoid the ice pit we had created. It was as if the Ember Vine was being drawn to the heat of the dungeon above. I was worried it was going to enter the other dungeon, but its growth seemed to stop just as it reached the entrance.

	A squirrel fell down the hole, but it didn’t even reach the ground before a vine snapped out and grabbed it. It screeched and fought, but it couldn’t cause any fire damage, and even as it shredded the vine, more grabbed it. It only struggled for a few moments before it was consumed. As the group of us watched the Ember Vine, we couldn’t help but gulp.

	I hadn’t expected it to evolve. It seemed like the diet I had given it had shaped its direction of evolution too. If I had to fight the Ember Vine instead of the carnivorous plant, I was pretty sure I would have been dead.

	A slime dropped in, but it didn’t even make it to the first trap before it was torn apart. Each monster was immediately consumed, and that mana was pumped into my dungeon. Well, technically, it was pumped into the Ember Vine, but the Ember Vine was spreading its roots through the dungeon, and was giving off energy. I could feel the labyrinth growing stronger with each passing second.

	Once I was sure the perpetual harvesting machine I built was working well, I left that part of the dungeon and started some other tasks.

	I used Terra’s help to relocate the flow of a spring bringing it right through the center of the dungeon. This spring was none other than a primordial waters of life spring. It was no feeding our dungeon directly. I also took the Cyclops with me and then went and subjugated two more bosses. Whether it was getting easier or we had picked the harder bosses to start with, these two were captured rather. easily.

	One of them was a three headed bear with a high physical output, and the other was a Blood Spirit, which was just a red-colored spirit that seemed to concentrate on spiritual attacks. I placed them down in strategic positions as well, and then made sure the mana from their territories was feeding into our dungeon.

	When I had only one day left, that’s when I began to create mobs. Mobs could theoretically be made instantaneously, but these guys were a bit special. I was outfitting them with the armor and weapons being constructed by the deep dwarves. To save on silvthril material, Gabbro came up with a silvthril edged sword. Since it was just the edge, it’d still damage dungeon monsters considerably, but could be handled safely by dungeon monsters and used only a small fraction of silvthril compared to a sword made out of it entirely.

	My army consisted of skeleton creatures. That just happened to be the lore I had the most confidence in. I supposed I could have made ghosts to face ghosts, but something told me it was better to stick to the undead. After all, in the Twilight Dungeon, it was the undead who were battling the demons. Each skeleton was outfitted with dwarven steel armor and a silvthril tipped sword. It was such a finally produced army, it made me slightly tearful that they’d be wasted on such a task.

	The final day came. Twilight would have finished with King Diorite, and she’d be on her way any moment. Just as I considered that, there was a boom.

	{A rival dungeon master has entered your dungeon and declared war. Push them back to protect your dungeon.}

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty

	***

	“T


	hey’re here!” I cried out, although I really didn’t need to say anything.

	The way I had constructed the dungeon, it was shaped like a cone, with the bottom of the cone being where the barrier had been and ultimately where Twilight’s forces would be coming in. Each subsequent level heading up was wider and contained a greater defense. Since I was a Dungeon Master, I had awareness of everything that was going on in the dungeon. I was able to replicate a trick that Elaya used to use, and with the wave of my hand, I created an image of the entrance.

	The entrance to my dungeon had been breached, and it was not a portal connecting to Twilight. This wasn’t the Infernal Hell Dungeon, but the lifestream herself had directly connected to my dungeon just like a dungeon. She wasn’t the dungeon master that had invaded my territory either. That job went to her new avatar, King Diorite. Seeing him again had shocked me for a moment, but then I realized that this was always what was going to happen. He was now completely under her control, and she would use him like a doll to attack us.

	I sent a wave of skeletons down to meet the wraiths. Then, I grabbed Alysia and stood up, heading for the safe room’s teleportation array.

	“Master, what are you doing?” Alysia asked worriedly.

	“If we can’t stop King Diorite, we can’t stop Twilight’s advance,” I responded.

	“Master, we’re not that much stronger. All of your leveling has been in Blacksmith!”

	I lowered my head. “I know. He was able to defeat me before, and now he is likely even stronger. The only advantage I may have is that he’d be more susceptible to silvthril now that he is taken over by the dungeon lore. Still, we have to attempt it.

	“Master, I’m coming.” Terra walked up to me.

	“Terra, I need you just in case…”

	“I’m Master’s guardian! I am your shield. I’m going.”

	I opened my mouth and then closed it. She was right. I would have died to that squirrel if she hadn’t saved my life. I might need her again.

	“Where are we going to fight him?” Alysia asked worriedly.

	I’m having our forces redirect him to the first boss room. This is the room where we will battle him.”

	“Which boss will he fight?” Terra asked.

	“Bosses…” I responded. “The Raging Cyclops, the Apeman, and the Blood Spirit are all in that room. Two physical and one spiritual attacker. If I could move the Ember Vine without weakening the entire dungeon, I’d have him there too, but this is the best I can do.”

	“That’s over half our forces…” Alysia, having been a general, could see the risk.

	“Everything depends on stopping them there.” I reiterated. “If we can’t defeat King Diorite, then Twilight’s victory is assured!”

	The three of us teleported down to the large stage I had built to battle King Diorite. I had tried to select an area that would be more advantageous to the bosses and less advantageous to King Diorite. This was going to decide how this all ended.

	I waited as the fight continued, most of the skeletons being wiped out. I claimed and recovered the armor and weapons when I could, and used mana to create new skeletons. Eventually, King Diorite reached the first boss room. It was time for round two.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-one

	***

	“Y


	ou should have fled when you had the chance.” King Diorite said as he looked over the room and his eyes landed on me.

	His voice didn’t sound like the voice of King Diorite though. Instead, it had a multi-tone sound of several people speaking on top of each other, the loudest of them seemed to be the voice I was familiar with, that of the Twilight princess.

	“King Diorite,” I said. “I did what you asked me to do. I protected your people, and Sapphire had even been taken on as an apprentice by your brother-in-law Gabbro. He was quite impressed with her.”

	“All of that is meaningless,” Twilight spoke. “In time, they will be a part of me, and so will their stories.”

	“I’m not talking to you!” I snapped. “I’m talking to King Diorite. I’m talking to the part of him that is still in there.”

	Twilight made a face. “You still don’t seem to understand. King Diorite has united with me. His memories are my memories. I am King Diorite. Everything about him is me, his past, his future, his mind, his emotions… they are one with me. When I speak, it is King Diorite speaking.”

	“I don’t believe that,” I responded. “You create a world of stagnancy and death. When you force everything to be the same, nothing new can ever be created. With your path, there is no lore, not future.”

	“That is chaos! I bring order.” It growled.

	“You bring nothingness… and end to progression. There may be no pain, and no joy, but there is also no love and no happiness.” I declared. “That is why I believe there has to be some part deep inside you, some part of you that is still King Diorite. I believe that every being you have ever swallowed still exists. Even if they have stopped fighting, they still have their thoughts and their wills. You’re just pretending they don’t exist!”

	“That is an interesting theory.” Twilight chuckled. “However, it is a theory bread with ignorance. King Diorite wants what I want. We all want the same. They have seen the truth, and they have chosen to join my utopia. In time, you will also see the truth.”

	“Diorite, I will protect your kingdom and keep your daughter and wife safe. I promise.”

	“Enough! We are done with talking. You are standing between me and the surface. If you will not work with me, then I will remove you! The outcome of this battle is inevitable.” King Diorite exploded forward, attempting an attack on me.

	As before, its speed was incredible. The difference this time was that I had the Apeman who also had an enormous speed. He met Twilight, intercepting it and sealing off its movements. Before the victor of their outcome could be settled, the cyclops swung down a club forcing Twilight to abandon its attack and jump back. However, no sooner had it jumped back than the Blood Spirit let out a screeching sound that came out in waves.

	Twilight grabbed its ears as it was struck with the soul attack. It blurred, appearing back where it had started without gaining any ground.

	“You’re mistaken, Twilight.” I glared at it. “About a lot of things.”

	“How is that?” It sneered back.

	“There is a tear on your face,” I remarked, causing Twilight to jerk.

	After telling King Diorite about the outcome of his family, a single tear had fallen down his cheek. Twilight wiped it away furiously and then attacked.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-two

	***

	W


	hether that tear fell from that face because of my words or because of the Blood Spirit attack, I didn’t know. All of Twilight’s actions after that point though showed no sympathy, not that I had ever considered King Diorite a sympathetic person.

	I avoided fighting directly, staying back as a support for my Monsters. I was a supporter, and supporting those more powerful than me was what I was best at. Whether it was slaves or monsters, I could amplify their strength and then turn it against my enemies. With my healing ability, I could repair their damage, speed them up, and boost their abilities. I proceeded to do all of this.

	This was ultimately why I went to such efforts to tame these monsters. I suspected that part of the reason I was even able to tame them in the first place was that deep down, they could sense that Twilight was coming, and understood that the only way they would have a chance was if they worked together and had their strength amplified. I had to admit to myself that under normal circumstances, I don’t think I could have easily tamed such powerful boss monsters. They were all more powerful than I was, yet they had each succumbed to me eventually and allowed me to be their master. It was their survival instinct.

	The only one who didn’t fight was Terra. Compared to the much larger monsters, Terra was too small of a target. Her strength was defense, but what boss monster didn’t have a ton of defense? Plus, with their sizes, she’d need to be leaping around desperately to protect them. Monsters weren’t people, and even after taming them they wouldn’t understand party dynamics or remain in formation.

	Thus, I decided it was better to keep her out of it, or perhaps more importantly to keep the pair of us in reserve. At a vital point in the battle, the pair of us could rush in and deliver the final strike on Twilight’s avatar, thus ending this dungeon battle for good.

	While trying to manage this battle, I was also having to manage the battle between the wraiths and my skeletons. There were more wraiths, and the battle was a continuous effort of falling back. However, I had built the dungeon so that there was a lot of room to fall back on. Still, we needed to defeat Twilight quickly, and then we could focus on pushing back the flood of enemies and end the battle. 

	“It is time to end this!” Twilight suddenly shouted. “I’m done playing with you any longer.”

	A rumbling sound came through the entire room, and then dozens of those black shadow-like vines that had overtaken the dwarf city came barging through the door. They flowed through the room, forcing the bosses to have to engage them. The Blood Spirit who used a soul attack seemed to be the best and forcing them back, but as soon as one tentacle disintegrated, another dozen appeared.

	More and more poured into the room like a flood. The cyclops fell back and was overtaken in a flood of tentacles.

	{Your Raging Cyclops had died!}

	“So quickly?” I cried out.

	“Did you honestly think this battle would go in your direction? I am the world! And you… you are far too small!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-three

	***

	“T


	erra! Now!”

	Terra leaped up, creating several rock divots as she leaped to the top of the ceiling of the boss room. When she reached the top, Twilight finally noticed her.

	“You… apostle of Gaia. Your death will be the most rewarding.”

	“Yeah, well try with this!”

	A stone platform moved over, and immediately a flood of liquid fell from the ceiling like a waterfall. This was one of the things I had planned. As the Apeman was starting to be overwhelmed with tentacles, a flood of water fell rushed by. As soon as it touched any of the dark tentacles, there was a sizzling sound. The flood of water was of course water of life, enriched mana that seemed to be opposed to Twilight’s resin. As the tentacles retreated, one grabbed Twilight and pulled it up off the ground, pulling it back too.

	Unfortunately, the stream quickly fell to a trickle. It had only been a small stream that I had redirected to this spot. The rest was too important to feeding the dungeon and making it stronger. This batch had stored up and was released all at once. The room was filled with bubbling fog as miasma and mana clashed. The Blood Spirit continued to screech and push back the tentacles.

	“Master, what do we do?” Terra asked.

	I frowned as I thought about it. I had created enough of a barrier with the three bosses to keep the avatar at bay, but they also hadn’t done a lot of damage either. When it came to mana use, I had to heal them several times and use a lot of mana to keep them fighting. Meanwhile, the wraiths were continuing their ascent and were already 1/3rd of the way up. The best we had done is delay Twilight. We hadn’t managed to harm the avatar in the slightest.

	“We need to fall back.” I gave the order. Head to Boss room 2. Terra!”

	“Yes!”

	Terra went to the side and slammed her fist into one of the columns. As it fell, it struck another column, knocking it down. This column hit another, and then another. The entire boss room began to creak and groan as the rocks began to fall from the ceiling. The Spirit began to fly back and the Apeman left the room. I locked eyes with a form in the distance surrounded by darkness.

	“You’re only delaying the inevitable, Deek. I’m coming for you. I’m always coming.”

	Terra grabbed me and the pair of us fled as the room completely collapsed. This wasn’t just collapsing a room, but breaking off a piece of the dungeon. Everything up to that point, nearly 1/3 of the dungeon, was no longer in my awareness. Our only choice was to retreat to the 2nd boss room and give it a go. We’d be meeting up with the three-headed bear, and if luck was willing, we’d have a chance to take a breath.

	That’s what I was hoping, but then an alarm popped in front of my vision, and I couldn’t help but let out a groan.

	{A rival dungeon master has entered your dungeon and declared war. Push them back to protect your dungeon.}

	This wasn’t because I had cut off a piece of my dungeon. The piece of my dungeon I sacrificed had merely gone to Twilight. This was a second dungeon master declaring war at the same time. I could already feel the fighting going on in another part of the dungeon. The Infernal Hell had suddenly decided to declare war on us.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-four

	***

	“M


	aster… what do we do?”

	There was another boom, the entire place shook as another portion of the dungeon collapsed.

	{Your tamed monster, The Ember Vine, has died.}

	Infernal Hell was attacking from one side, and Twilight was attacking from another. We were surrounded, and we were severely outmatched. I had collapsed a part of the dungeon and bought us a little bit of time on each side, but it was an inevitability that the two sides would crush us and meet. Then, it wouldn’t be just our lives on the line, but the lives of everyone on the surface too.

	“Master! I have an idea. Come meet us in the main boss room.” Garnet sent a communication.

	She had remained mostly quiet while I was focusing on the fighting, but she must have realized that the situation was turning south. I went to the safe room and used the transportation array to travel to my boss’s room. I was hesitant to part for too long, as I didn’t know how long it’d be before Twilight managed to force her way through. As I walked into the main boss room, I found Garnet, Lapis, and Gabbro all waiting for me. Behind them were the rest of the dwarves as well as Pait and Dav.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“We’ve made as much armor and weapons as we can make.” Gabbro explained. “Now, we’re here to fight.”

	“Fight?” I couldn’t help but keep a feeling of bitterness out of my voice.

	“Every dwarf here is willing to put their life on the line.” Gabbro declared. “This threat is a danger to us all. We may be small, but we are fighters. We’d love a chance to get back at the shadow witch who took everything from us.”

	His words were filled with ambition and determination. If this had been a few hours ago, I would have felt my spirit being lifted. However, after seeing us have to fall back and seeing boss after boss fall, I knew that there was no victory to be had.

	“King Diorite didn’t give me his legacy so that you guys could all perish,” I spoke carefully.

	“Deek, even so…”

	“He wouldn’t have wanted you all to die,” I said with certainty. “He would have wanted you all to escape.”

	“What about Twilight, then?” Gabbro demanded. “What did he want to do about that?”

	“I don’t know… I tried to build a dungeon, but it wasn’t strong enough. He gave me this lore, and I still wasn’t able to change his fate…” I stopped as I said those words, and a realization came over me. “Unless… I was wrong about the legacy in the first place.”

	“What are you on about?”

	“King Diorite handed me his lore. At first, I thought he intended me to use it. Then, I had thought he intended it for Sapphire. Maybe… he never intended us to open it at all.”

	I started to search through the dungeon lore, finding the pieces obtained by King Diorite. I immediately found what I was looking for.

	“Deek?” Garnet asked.

	“I’m such an idiot!” I smacked my head. “He never intended me to build a dungeon to block Twilight. He intended me to build a dungeon to ignite it. His plan… his weapon… it was always to ignite the lore. He had a way to do it… it sort of cause the dungeon to collapse into a black hole of lore. It would cut the Infernal Hell and Twilight off for months if not years!”

	I knew what I had to do now. I had to finish what King Diorite started. I had to blow up the dungeon right in his face.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-five

	***

	“W


	hat will happen to us when the dungeon explodes?” Lapis asked with some worry on her face. 

	 I looked up at her and grimaced. “It will be bad. All lore will be torn up and destroyed. Everyone would die. However, I won’t allow that. If you guys go now, I’ll hold out for as long as I can…”

	“Are you talking about staying behind?” Terra asked.

	“Terra, someone needs to activate it…”

	I had seen the lore, so I understood the consequences of activating the lore better than anyone. This was something that had to be done by hand.

	“No!” Terra declared.

	“Terra… don’t force me to make an order…”

	“Master, you misunderstand!” Terra cried out. “I mean, I have an idea where we can all escape.”

	“You do?”

	“Master… can you bring our Alysia again, and have her turn into that thing from before.”

	“Thing? Ah, the drill? Alysia?”

	“Yes!”

	I held out my hand, and Alysia appeared in my hands again in her drill form. “It’s nothing special. She uses her will to turn herself rapidly, and these blades dig into the earth…”

	As I was describing it, the dwarves all became noisy. Gabbro and a few others moved close and started looking over Alysia carefully.

	“This is fascinating!” Gabbro declared. “Such ingenuity…”

	I didn’t know what to say to that. I had taken the plans from Earth. This was Earth’s ingenuity, not my own. I wondered how he’d react to some of the engineering books I had brought back with me.

	I shook my head. “I don’t understand what this has to do with anything.”

	“You were able to use that to drill directly up through Hell’s Inferno,” Terra explained. “I was also able to build something that protected my imager and I sent it up a vent to get to the surface.”

	“Twilight had allowed you to send that. She was trying to get me down here.” I sighed.

	“Even so, it made it in one piece far beyond her reach! What if we built a device like that, but enough to hold everyone.”

	“You mean… like a rocket?”

	“Like a drill! There is a thermal vent directly behind this room. I can feel it. With all of the dwarf’s help, I’m sure we can make a deep-to-surface drill. We can build up the pressure in the vent under it, and once Master activates the spell, then we all jump in, launch it off, and go woosh up as the deep explodes beneath us!” Terra spoke more animatedly than usual, which spoke to her passion for building such a thing.

	“It is possible…” Gabbro nodded after a second, giving Sapphire a look. “No… we’ll make it happen. We just need a few hours.”

	“If we run, there is no guarantee we get out of the weapon’s reach. However, this guy will bring us to the surface in hours if not minutes. It’ll save us a ton of time.”

	“Terra…” I started uncertainly.

	“So, what does Master think?” Terra asked, causing the rest of the dwarves to also look in my direction.

	I thought about it for a second, and then I smiled and reached out a patted her head. “I think it’s great.”

	Everyone cheered and then started to race back to the furnaces to heat them again. There would be one last order before we left. However, we were already acting on borrowed time, and it’d only get worse. However, behind my smile was a more distant expression.

	“You can hide it from me,” Alysia whispered in my ear. “This won’t work.”

	“There is no activating it and then leaving.” I sighed. “The weapon requires a powerful soul to ignite it. That’s why King Diorite planned to use mine from the beginning.”

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-six

	***

	A


	lthough I knew I wouldn’t be taking that journey to the surface, to keep up with moral, I encouraged the others to keep going. If this allowed all of the deep dwarves to live and reach the surface quickly to warn others, then it would be worth the attempt. I could hear hammering already, even though Terra was still designing the thing with Garnet as a consultant. They’d be doing it by the seat of their pants.

	I decided to focus on what I could do, which was managing the battle between the two dungeons. I needed to hold them off for as long as possible. Only an hour passed by when the barrier to the Twilight had been broken. I moved the forces I could spare, working on slowing them down by any means necessary. I was no longer focused on repelling or stopping them. As long as I could delay them another minute, that would suffice.

	I also began to consume any useless items or superfluous areas, turning them into mana. If I had to chop off every limb of the dungeon to keep it alive as long as it needed to survive, I would do so. Progress moved quickly, and the 2nd Boss room was breached. The Blood Spirit hadn’t taken much damage in the first fight, and I had healed the Apeman. They were joined by the three-headed bear. A free-for-all once again occurred in the boss room, lasting for nearly fifteen minutes.

	{Your monster, the Apeman, has died.}

	I had to collapse this room as well. Unfortunately, with our Terra or myself there, collapsing the room had consequences. The bear had to hold King Diorite back during the collapse, and he was caught in it as well.

	{Your monster, the Three-headed bear, has died.}

	The Blood Spirit, since it didn’t depend on a physical body, was the only one to escape. I was down to a single final boss. It was another ten minutes when the Infernal Hell broke through on their side. I didn’t even try to fight them. I immediately collapsed more corridors.

	Another hour passed by, and every time they broke through, I collapsed again. The Blood Spirit did his best to hold back the wraiths. He was extremely effective against the wraiths, and many of them fell to his bloody screams. However, in the end, they overwhelmed him.

	{Your monster, the Blood Spirit, has died.}

	The last of my bosses were killed. I had managed to hold things for three hours. Had it only been three hours? It had felt like three days. I was covered with sweat and gasping for air. I had been functioning totally as a dungeon master, my awareness being on the dungeon and not what was around me. Therefore, I hadn’t kept notice of the progress that was being made.

	“We’re finished!” Gabbro announced.

	Behind him was a new door to my room, although this one appeared to be glass. It led into a large room, which appeared to be the drill base. There was a boom, and I could feel the boss room being breached. King Diorite was finally here.

	“Go! Everyone, get in the rocket, we’re out of time!”

	It was cutting it close, but they might just be able to make it. As for me, my fate was already decided.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-seven

	***

	I


	 lifted the core in my hand, sacrificing and pouring in the last of the dungeon into it. I abandoned everything, pulling away and losing lore at every step so that I could maximize the amount of energy for this final attack. This was our only chance at keeping the dungeon from merging with Twilight. It was the only way to stop what was to come.

	As for my death, I had thought about it long and hard. I knew my death would be devastating to the girls, but Twilight was even more devastating. They needed time to prepare. They needed the time that only I could provide them. I had tried the other options, but from the moment this dungeon battle began I was outmatched on every level. Destroying King Diorite’s god soul was the only way to strand it down there. It would still inevitably escape, but it would buy some time. It was anyone’s guess how much, but it was exactly for that reason I had to go all out.

	“Master, is that the weapon?”

	“It is…  we just have to ignite it.” I nodded to myself. “Is everyone on board?”

	“They are…”

	“I’m using the last of the mobs to hold him off in the room beyond, but he’ll be here in a minute. Wait in the drill and close the door. The last second, I’ll jump through with a portal.”

	“Yes… I understand, Master.” Terra nodded.

	Her voice sounded slightly off, but I was focused on the bombs. As soon as she closed the door, I’d ignite it. However, she didn’t move from her spot.

	“What is-“

	Just as I went to turn, something as hard as a rock hit me in the back of the head. I quickly regained consciousness, but I realized I was in another spot. I sat up, quickly noticing a bunch of dwarves looking down at me with worried looks on their faces. Sapphire stepped forward.

	“Master… Terra, she’s been acting weird, and…”

	“Terra?” I moved to my feet, shaking off the headache.

	Terra had knocked me unconscious? Why would she do that? I needed to set the bomb off. There wasn’t time for any of this. Wait. The bomb! I ran to the door leading into the boss’s room. I tried to open the door, but the latch wouldn’t budge. I could see into the Boss room though. I could see Terra standing at the door, and in her hand was the orb.

	“Terra, what are you doing?” I demanded, trying to force the door open again.

	That’s when I realized that the door wasn’t just jammed. It had been sealed shut. She had used her ability to mold the door into the drill.

	“I’m sorry, Master. I know you too well.” Terra smiled.

	“Know me… I need to detonate the bomb! What are you doing?”

	“You were going to give your life, weren’t you?” Terra asked.

	“N-” Looking into her eyes, I realized I couldn’t lie. “We can still talk about this.”

	“There is no time. You said so yourself.” Terra shrugged. “The bomb needs a trigger. However, I am your guardian. I am your protector. So, I will be the one who detonates it!”

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-eight

	***

	A


	s she was speaking, the door blew open, and the face of King Diorite appeared. I barely even noticed him though.

	“No! You can’t!” I cried out, slamming my hands on the door. “My soul…”

	“My soul is supported by Gaia…” Terra responded, that gentle smile still on her face. “No one can compete when it comes to triggering this bomb.”

	I didn’t know if what she was saying was the truth or not, but I didn’t care. I started banging on the door harder and harder, my mind seemingly going to mush. However, I could already see the bomb getting brighter and brighter. It had already stopped.

	“I always knew I would one day die for Master,” Terra explained. “I love you, and I am happy that I was yours.”

	“No! Just Stop! Listen to me, just stop!”

	I started trying to make a portal, but as it formed, Alysia appeared, her blade moving through and chopping the magic in two.

	“What are you doing!”

	“It’s too late for that!” Alysia declared.

	“You… you knew! You knew she was doing this… you would have been awake even when she knocked me unconscious.”

	Alysia looked away. “I knew she was trying to save you. I didn’t know her idea was to sacrifice herself.”

	I didn’t have time for that. I spun around, looking at the door again. The light was growing brighter. Mana was distorting around it. It was making it impossible to cast any more magic. The portal I was forming earlier probably would have failed too. It would have probably backlashed and hurt me if Alysia hadn’t cut it just then, but I didn’t care at that moment.

	Terra had turned away and was no longer looking at me. She was facing off against King Diorite.

	“So, ultimately it came to this,” Twilight spoke. “My avatar versus Gaia’s avatar.”

	“You had to have known it was going to end this way.” Terra declared, green light starting to wrap around her body at the same time black miasma wrapped around Twilight.

	Her voice no longer sounded like her own. It had taken on the multitoned voice of Gaia. As I banged against the glass desperately, I began to realize this was a fight between two soul worlds, and it wasn’t one I was strong enough to be in. Terra must have known from the beginning that she’d be the one who’d have to face off against Twilight. She didn’t say anything to me because she was afraid I’d order her to stop. Now, I could even send her a Slave Communication if I wanted to.

	“I’d consider it a fair trade. The death of one avatar for another. You’re using Gaia herself to ignite this bomb. Once that bomb goes off, Gaia will be severely weakened. In a year, maybe two… I’ll reach the surface.”

	“You’ll be hindered without your avatar.”

	“So will you…” Twilight smirked. “But for me, I still have her. I now know she’s alive, and her other half is on the surface. Once we reunite, I will bring peace to this world for good.”

	“I wonder if things will go the way you think…” Gaia turned back and looked at me, it was Terra’s face.

	Our eyes met, and she gave one final smile. Her hand closed, and the bomb ignited.

	 


Chapter One hundred and twenty-nine

	***

	F


	or a fraction of a second, I watched as Terra’s face began to crack apart. Each part of her split and shattered, breaking into a million tiny fragments. The explosion radiated outward, and even King Diorite seemed to welcome the end with outstretched arms. That was all I saw, as a moment later a powerful force slammed me into the floor and I lost consciousness.

	Again, I was only out briefly. The drill was moving now, sending us up, and force on our bottoms was extreme. Everyone else was strapped in, except for me who had been standing at the door up until launch. I had ended up hitting my head again, but thanks to my constitution, I didn’t seem to be able to be knocked out for more than a few blissful moments before I was back to full lucidity. The image of Terra being destroyed played through my mind over and over again.

	I had nothing else I could do but watch it as our drill shuttered and bounced while drilling its way up a volcanic shaft at likely blistering speeds.

	“Master, I’m really sorry…” Alysia’s voice whispered in my head.

	I felt a surge of anger at first, but it quickly dissipated into helplessness. It wasn’t Alysia’s fault. She had only done what she thought was right. Terra had only done what she thought was right too. That cost Terra her life. It was her life exchanged for mine. It wasn’t just her life. I remembered what they said. The explosion would have hurt Gaia too. If it was just me, igniting my soul world, then the explosion might not have been as strong. However, it was Gaia using a fraction of her energy. It became a double-edged blade. The explosion might have been better, but Gaia would also have been hurt. As for Terra, she was nothing but the middle-man used to accomplish this feat.

	Boom! There was a big thud, and I was airborne for a moment before slamming into the side. I really should have strapped myself in. I ended up being bounced around for a bit more until the drill finally settled. We had reached the surface. I didn’t even both to see where we had come landside. Instead, I brought all of the dwarves into my soul world and then used Return to bring myself back to a familiar castle.

	It was still under construction, but I considered this my home more than the mansion. When it was finished, it’d be the place I ruled from. Except, that rule was down a person.

	“Master!” Alysia gave me a warning.”

	“What?”

	“There is something wrong with Sapphire.”

	I was going to spend a few minutes grieving before revealing to the girls I was back. After such a long journey there, it all felt far too abrupt. However, it appeared I wasn’t allowed any breaks at all. I entered my soul world, and my eyes immediately went to Sapphire. She had suddenly collapsed to the ground, her face red, and her body weak.

	“What’s going on?” I demanded.

	“When the drill started, she started looking sick. I thought she just wasn’t handling the forces, but as soon as she was in your soul world, she just collapsed.

	Sapphire was on the ground, her face pale and her body completely weak. Was this some kind of cruel curse sent by Twilight? Was this some backlash from trying to merge with the other Sapphire? I couldn’t guess, and at that moment my emotions were a roller coaster that had trouble thinking clearly.

	Everyone was looking down at Sapphire anxiously, even Gabbro. He appeared to have become somewhat concerned about his new apprentice over the last few days, and now genuinely looked frightened.

	I immediately began using every spell I knew. Whether it was a curse, a poison, physical damage, or a spirit, I tried to heal all of it. In the end, she calmed down a bit, but I knew I had only postponed things. It was hard to say exactly how I knew, but some aspect of my White Mage made it certain in my mind. Sapphire was dying.

	 


Chapter One hundred and thirty

	***

	L


	ooking down at the sick Sapphire, a reluctance in me began to rise up. This wouldn’t do. I wouldn’t allow myself to lose someone else. I immediately grabbed her and picked her up, causing those watching us make noises of surprise. I didn’t wait for permission though as I left my soul world with her, appearing back within the boss room.  

	“Everyone, to me now!” I gave with Slave Communication.

	“Master?”

	“He’s back!”

	“What’s wrong?”

	Voices flooded into my mind as I reconnected with all of the girls. One by one, they started to appear in front of me. I wasn’t quite sure how they arrived so quickly, but each girl had her ways. Celeste’s speed couldn’t be matched, and she moved like the air. Shao seemed to dance through the shadows, rising in a way that reluctantly made me think of Twilight. Elaya simply appeared from nowhere, using some kind of teleportation circle. Miki was probably the slowest, but she arrived from the safe room after only a minute or two.

	Shao wore her typical dark robes, but Miki had also started wearing black dresses which made her pale skin even more pronounced until she looked nearly white. Her once pale white hair had black streaks in it down, and it gave her a goth-like appearance. Since being Lady Death, she had drastically changed. Meanwhile, Elaya wore a fine dress fit for a queen, and Celeste wore a simple fairy dress. They hadn’t changed much at all.

	Once all of the girls were in front of me, I looked across them. The appearance of Celeste, Miki, and Shao hit me the hardest. Other than Lydia who still had yet to return, all of the other girls were here. These were the five that had been part of my party. We had fought innumerable enemies together and ventured into the darkest part of dungeons. We had experienced life and death together. Yet, I knew that even if Lydia appeared in the next second, our group would never be able to form again. Terra was gone.

	Was it possible to replace her? Carmine also had high defense, so from the idea of having a tank, another could be found. However, that wasn’t what mattered. Terra was Terra, and she was a vital part of our formation and our lives. In an instant, she had disappeared, giving her life for Gaia. No… she had given her life for me. Had I been strong enough, she wouldn’t have needed to sacrifice herself to ignite that bomb. Even after all the growth, I had achieved, I still wasn’t strong enough.

	Just thinking about it was enough that I almost broke down. My body shook, and Sapphire still resting in my arms felt as heavy as a mountain. However, Sapphire had a small dwarf body. She wasn’t particularly large. She wasn’t like Terra, whose heavy golem body was at ends with her small stature. The image of her appeared in my mind again, the last scene of her own a few hours before as her body broke apart. I had already tried to resurrect her and failed. Her soul didn’t come to my call.

	“Master, what’s wrong?” It was Miki who seemed to notice the sadness in me first, but the other girls were quick to follow.

	As soon as she asked that question, my legs didn’t feel like working anymore. I fell to my knees. The girls all let outcries, and Celeste carefully floated Sapphire out of my arms as I fell to the ground. Miki grabbed me from one side, while Shao grabbed me from the other.

	“Why does Master feel despair?” Shao asked, her eyes fearful.

	“He’s… lost something,” Miki responded, uncertainly. “I’ve seen that look too many times. It’s the look of someone who has lost a loved one. Master…”

	“Where is Terra?” It was Celeste who asked this.

	Leave it to her to be the most observant. Celeste quickly dug into the heart of the matter. As soon as the name was said, I felt a tightening in my chest.

	“Sh-she’s gone…” I barely managed to get out.

	 


Chapter One hundred and thirty-one

	***

	I


	t took a bit for me to get back up. Elaya had created a chair for me and I sat down in it, trying to regain my strength. At least I hadn’t broken down crying. There would be time for that later. At the moment, there were more important things. However, the girls had already noticed that things were wrong and were quizzing me frantically with tears in their eyes, so I had to explain everything first.

	I gave the simplest version of the story that I could. I explained what happened once I reached the deep. I had explained a rough version of Twilight, freeing Terra and Garnet, and then igniting the core of a dungeon to try to destroy her avatar and delay her ascent. The girls asked questions when applicable. It was Elaya who had the most pointed and clear questions, and perhaps only her who truly understood the potential terror and threat that Twilight posed to the rest of us. When I finished explaining how Terra had sacrificed herself using Gaia, and that this had only happened a short few hours ago, the group had become quiet.

	After a few moments, I grew impatient and asked, “Where are the others?”

	“Xin is out on patrol,” Elaya reported dutifully. “As for Astria, she went to investigate a matter in the wilderness. This is something we should discuss…”

	“Not right now,” I responded shortly, not meaning to cut her off, but also not willing to handle another issue right now. “No one else has returned.”

	The girls all looked at each other and then shook their heads. Over a month had passed since I had been back. Assuredly, the girls would have heard that I was alive and returned by now. Miki had been kidnapped, and in a way so had Terra and Sapphire. Shao was in a situation where she couldn’t have received news one way or another. However, Raissa, Salicia, Lydia, and Carmine all should have been able to come back.  At least I knew where Carmine was, but the rest were a mystery to me.

	“I’m still confused.” Celeste declared, causing Shao and Miki to groan.

	I wasn’t in the mood to try to explain things more clearly to Celeste, but I didn’t want to cut her off either. “What is it?”

	“Why are you saying Terra is dead?” She asked.

	Miki shot her a look. “Celeste!”

	I blinked. “Because I watched her die?”

	“How can that be?” Celeste asked. “Isn’t Terra nearby?”

	“Nearby?” I blinked. “What are you saying? I’ve already tried to resurrect her, but it failed. Her soul was burned away in the explosion. I saw it happen.”

	“What about you slave bond?” Celeste asked.

	“Celeste, it’s not the time…” Shao tried to intervene.

	I looked at her incredulously. “My slave bond is… wait, what? It’s intact!”

	I had been so distraught over her death, I hadn’t even been paying attention. I had lost consciousness just as Terra died, so I had assumed I missed the announcement of our slave bond being broken. However, in my distraught state, I hadn’t even noticed it was still attached! It was like when a person was holding their keys while asking everyone where their keys were. I suddenly felt foolish.

	“How could you know?” Miki asked in disbelief.

	“Eh? I smell her… but I can’t see her…” Celeste frowned, looking around. “I wonder where she is.”

	She started sniffing around, even sniffing Miki as she passed, causing her to take a step back. I began to follow my slave bond too, and the both of us didn’t take more than a half dozen steps before we stopped at the same time in front of a certain person lying on a small cot conjured by Elaya. It was Sapphire.

	“W-wake her up.” I barely managed to get out.

	


Chapter One hundred and thirty-two

	***

	I


	t was Miki who put her hand on Sapphire’s head and began to work her magic. Her spirit tails flickered in and out of existence. She wasn’t doing anything particularly strenuous. There might have been a time where she would have had to summon all nine tails to do something like this, but she was far more spiritually entuned now since being Lady Death. After a few moments of prodding, Sapphire’s eyes fluttered open.

	“Hmm? I… where am I? Master?” Her eyes seemed to land on me.

	I immediately crouched down next to her bed. “Terra?”

	 “N-no… I’m Sapphire?” She reached down and grabbed her body. “I am Sapphire, right?”

	I let out a breath, feeling just a bit uneasy. “Yes, you are.”

	“I thought she was Garnet?” Celeste declared.

	“I’m Sapphire now!” She responded defiantly.

	“I see… then… Terra really is dead.”

	Sapphire looked away. “I’m sorry, Master. I tried to tell you. Terra started acting weird right before we left.”

	“Weird?”

	“Mmm, she suddenly cornered me in a room, and then she… well…” She looked away.

	“What?” I frowned.

	“Sh-she kissed me!”

	“Terra finally had her sexual awakening?” Celeste asked excitedly, only to get swatted on the back of the head by Miki. “Owie… I was just saying…”

	“Stop talking and listen!” Miki chastised.

	“She kissed you?” I frowned.

	Not every girl I was with went both ways. Lydia would happily lay with any woman as long as Master was involved, and Celeste had opened her sexually. Miki was hesitant, and only Lydia could get her to play with girls. Elaya and Astria were both bisexual, while Xin was gay with me being the one exception. Salicia only loved her sister and me and had a sadomasochistic relationship with Carmine, who was disgusted by it even while participating in it. Shao would do anything I asked, but only had an interest in me. As far as I knew, Terra was straight, not liking being with other girls but tolerating it. So, why would she suddenly kiss Sapphire?

	While I was considering this, Miki still had her hand on Sapphire and was concentrating. After a brief moment, she pulled away and nodded to herself.

	“Master, I know what is wrong with Sapphire.”

	“There is something wrong with me? I feel really weak and tired, now that you mention it.” Sapphire frowned. “Did I pass out?”

	“You did… you nearly died,” I explained, before turning to Miki. “What’s wrong.”

	“She’s carrying two,” Miki announced.

	“I’m pregnant!” Sapphire’s drowsy appearance ended in a second.

	Everyone turned to me. “Wh-what? I didn’t touch her! It’s not my baby!”

	“That’s not what I mean!” Miki replied with a straight face, but a mischievous look in her eyes suggested she had intentionally worded things badly to create such a misunderstanding.

	Perhaps the Miki I remembered before Lady Death was still around after all. I’d normally be happy, but at this moment I was done having my emotions played with and just wanted the truth.

	“What did you mean then!” I demanded.

	“She has the same illness I had, although where I grew gradually, hers is sudden.” As we all looked at her blankly, she continued. “She has too much soul power for her body! She’s dying from excessive soul energy!”

	“How can that be…” Sapphire asked. “Is it… is it because I tried to merge all of my soul fragments back together?”

	“No…” Miki shook her head. “It’s because your body has two souls!”

	“Two souls!”

	“Terra’s soul is inside you.”

	“What?” I nearly jumped up.

	“I can only guess, but I believe Terra used that kiss to abandon her body. She attached it to Sapphire before you left.”

	“How? I saw her moving… speaking…”

	“She’s a golem! You saw a golem moving, speaking… She was controlling it remotely!”

	“That… clever…” My vision blurred, and I realized my eyes teared up as I thought about her.

	I had a lot of things I wanted to say. I was angry, overjoyed, ecstatic, worried…  Terra had pulled one over on Twilight and me! She did to herself what King Diorite did to me. He had pulled my soul out of my body and then had me control it remotely. I could still function, but my lore was only being read at a distance. She did the same thing, hiding in Sapphire while she sacrificed her body.

	“Then, her body is just stuck to Sapphire, we can cut it out and I can resurrect her!”

	“That will be impossible,” Miki said. “Her body was destroyed.”

	“What? Her body has been destroyed before.”

	“Yes, but not in this way. She’s not a human anymore. She has no human body. She instead had a connection to the golem body. That connection was destroyed when that golem died. You could say the lore of the golem’s physical body was obliterated in the explosion. That’s why she’s seemingly fallen into a slumber.”

	“So, what can we do?”

	“I’d need a new body… an unoccupied body to move her into,” Miki explained.

	“How do we find that?”

	“Master…” Sapphire spoke up. “We build it.”

	“Build it?”

	“You have the collective strength of the deep dwarves and the finest metals of the deep dwarf empire. We can rebuild her. We have the capability. We can make her better than she was. Stronger… Faster…”

	“The six million gold golem…”

	“What?”

	I coughed. “Never mind. Let’s go talk to your uncle then.”

	“Ah, Master, building a new body will take time,” Miki spoke up. “She’s dying now. They both are.”

	“Oh!” In my excitement, I had nearly forgotten.

	Just the last few hours I had been through so many emotions that my mind had turned dumb. I took a deep breath and focused. We had to protect Sapphire’s body, for both of them.

	“What do we do?”

	Miki looked away. “There is a solution… but only Master can do it.”

	“What solution?”

	“To sustain Terra’s soul, Master must inject life energy into Sapphire’s body. You must touch your soul to hers, and your soul will reinforce her soul and strengthen her body. As long as this is done regularly, then she will be fine.”

	I closed my eyes. “I understand. This is for Terra and Sapphire.”

	I reached down and grabbed Sapphire, picking her up.

	“Eh? Huh? What’s going on?” Sapphire asked.

	“Sapphire… I’m going to need to have sex with you!”

	“What? Now?”

	“Immediately! Don’t worry, I will be gentle.”

	“Now? Now, now! I know I always tease you, but I’m just a little girl! I’m not emotionally read-”

	I stopped her talking by putting a finger on her lips. “I’m sorry, but you heard Miki. This is for your life and hers. I won’t treat this casually. I’m going to fill you full of my life.”

	“Ah… ah…ah…” With her mouth open, her face turning red, Sapphire had lost all ability to formulate sentences.

	I carefully brought her back into my bedroom behind the boss room and closed the door.

	Elaya leaned over to Miki. “You know, there are like a hundred ways you could have extended her life. That potion you used to take, your spiritualist job, even Deek has some skills that would work.”

	“Hmm?” Miki looked up innocently, a fangtooth showing as she gave a grin. “Why would I ruin Master’s fun?”

	Suffice it to say the mischievous fox girl was back to her old tricks.
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Chapter One hundred and thirty-two and a half

	***

	I


	t wasn’t like I hadn’t once brought my soul closer to Sapphire’s in the past. I knew that I could do it to some extent without going so far physically. However, such an act decreased the gap between souls. It brought us close together, and I wasn’t going to take Terra or Sapphire’s life on chance. The feeling of losing Terra had nearly caused me to break. Now that I knew she was safe, I would do anything to protect her. Anything included exactly what I was going to do now.

	“Wait… this…” Sapphire protested as I put her on the bed.

	I stopped just as quickly as I had started, taking a step back. “Do you not want to do this?”

	Sapphire’s eyes widened in surprise. “Y-you stopped?”

	My mouth twitched. “What kind of guy do you think I am? I’m going to do anything you don’t want me to do.”

	“R-really? But you don’t always ask the girls. I’ve heard… you’ll just push them down and have your way with them!”

	I frowned, tapping my head. “They’re my slaves. I’m a Slave Master. With Slave Empath, I know how the girls are feeling at any given moment. I don’t usually need to ask to know how they’re feeling and whether they have a problem with me. I’ve never touched anyone who didn’t want it.”

	“Th-then… my feelings are…”

	“I don’t know your feelings.’ I gave an awkward smile. “You forget, you don’t just have your soul, but Terra’s soul as well. She’s bonded as my slave just as much as you, but your feelings are crossed, so if you want me to know what you want, you’ll have to tell me yourself.”

	“You don’t know how I feel?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t!”

	“Shouldn’t it be obvious?” She asked. “I’ve been in love with you since Twilight dungeon.”

	“Really?”

	“You treated the people made in that dungeon like real people. It didn’t matter to you whether they were part of this lore or another one. At first, I told myself you were just being kind. However, I saw you fight, love, and even risk your life for even just a fragment of lore. When the mermaid princess died and I saw how upset you are, I knew…”

	I had been so wrapped up in my issues at that time, I hadn’t even noticed. I did remember that when I took Carmine to bed shortly after, she had started teasing me about joining. Had she been looking at me that long?

	“I’m sorry I didn’t notice.”

	She shook her head. “Don’t be… at the time, I wasn’t sure if I even wanted you to know my true feelings. I am now, though…”

	“If you’re certain now, why do you hesitate?” I asked.

	She blushed. “It’s just… in the past, I had never had a childhood. That’s why I always acted so promiscuous. I drank, flirted, and joked around because part of me never really believed I was the real me. Does that make sense?”

	“Sort of…” It wasn’t like I knew exactly what she meant, but essentially when you didn’t have a childhood, you didn’t cherish purity or innocence.

	When you weren’t even sure who you were, it was easy to act more recklessly. Now that she had a family she remembered, and a life, and responsibilities, she didn’t feel as reckless as before. Since she had no experience with any of them, she wasn’t sure how to act.

	“Then, how about we do it how you want.”

	“O-okay…” She said, and then reached down and slowly pulled off her clothing.

	When she had taken everything off, I looked her down from head to toe. The first time I had seen her, I had thought she was a young girl. Although her body was small like Terra’s, I no longer would say she was a loli or too young. She had been through too much for me to belittle her life like that. She was a woman, and I would treat her as a woman. I had thought as much, but as she slowly turned around and lifted her butt in the air, I raised my eyebrow.

	“Doggy?” I asked in disbelief.

	She looked back, her expression slightly embarrassed. “Is this no good?”

	“Ah… it’s just… wouldn’t you rather face me and kiss?”

	“I heard it feels better this way.” She responded, her cheeks turning pink. “Besides, Master is a little big and I don’t want to be crushed.”

	“C-crushed!” I broke into a cough. “I would never.”

	I had forgotten I was six-foot-six and with these muscles was probably pretty heavy too. I wouldn’t be surprised if I weighed myself I would weigh more than I did before I came to this world. Meanwhile, Sapphire was a dwarf with a small, petite body. I had never really run into this issue before.

	Since I had gotten my size upgrade, I had only spent a small time with the girls. Alysia was as tall as me. Celeste and Astria could be any size they chose. Xin and Elaya were quite tall, and even Miki had some height on her. Terra was the shortest and smallest, but she was a golem. A bolder wouldn’t be able to crush her. This also forgets the fact I had been with the other girls before the change, and they were familiar with and trusted me in that respect.

	Sapphire was the first girl I had encountered who was intimidated by my size. I was a bit speechless.

	“It’s okay, we can do it this way first.” Her voice broke me out of my daze,

	She reached back and her small hands pulled her butt cheeks apart, giving me a full view of her backside. If her voice snapped me back to reality, then it was the sights that made me become series. Just the sight of her was too tempting. I reached out and grabbed her cheeks, squeezing them in my hand.

	“Ahhn…” She moaned as I savored the feel of her butt. “B-be gentle.”

	I grabbed my erect cock and teased her pussy with it, rubbing it up and down and getting my tip wet with her juices. Her body shook slightly, eager for more stimulation. I began to rub my dick from side to side against her, allowing her juices to flow and for my dick to become fully lubricated. I was preparing properly, resisting just pushing it in while getting her properly flowing. For that Sapphire’s desires flowed freely. She was growing more aroused by the moment.

	I used my fingers, dipping them inside her and making sure she’s properly prepared for entry. My fingers move in and out slickly, feeling the tightness of her hole. She was a dwarf in many ways. I decided to spend a bit more time warming her up before I try to go for penetration. So, I lean around her, and while one hand continues to slide in and out of her, the other grabs at her small chest.

	Her breasts seemed to have grown a bit as she absorbed more of the lore from her previous life. When I had first met her, she had been completely flat-chested just like Terra. However, I suspected after she was in the dungeon, her breasts had grown to an A cup. I hadn’t noticed much at the time, but they had gotten bigger. Now, they were about the size of Miki’s breasts, barely and handful. However, where Miki’s breasts were pointy and pert, Sapphire’s breasts were more rounded like small sandbags with little nipples on the ends. I teased and touched them now, taking advantage of Sapphire’s position to tease her relentlessly.

	“Ahhhn… M-master… touching like this… I can’t… my mind’s going crazy.” She moaned and gasped. “I’m cumming!”

	Her back arched and her butt shook as she orgasmed, her little yells having being swallowed up by the pillow she was grasping. She looked over at me tearfully.

	“Please, I need you inside me. Just stick it in.”

	I only needed to throw my legs over until I was directly on top of her. Because of our size difference, my hands could still grasp her breasts even as my dick lined up behind her. Her small body looked like it was being dominated by mine to the point I wasn’t sure if doggie was any better than missionary. However, this was how she wanted it, so I grabbed my dick and pushed it up against her entrance. I slowly slid myself into her, as I did so, I lifted my hand healing her. She reached back and grabbed my hand.

	“Y-you don’t need to heal me.”

	“Huh? Really?”

	“It’s… okay… since I missed so much of my childhood, at least… I can remember the feeling of my first time.”

	“Okay…”

	I began to move my hips, slowly moving in and out of her. I took my time, listening for any cries of pain or discomfort.

	“Harder!” she cried out.

	I turned my head for a second and then nodded. If that was what she wanted, I’d oblige. I grabbed her hips and pushed into her, taking her deeply as she wanted.

	“Ahhhn! Yes…”

	With her groaning and encouragement, I started to pick up the pace, slamming my cock into her over and over again, my speeding increasing.

	She groaned as I picked up the pace, slamming over and over again into her. If I pushed into her without holding onto her body, I’d surely knock her right out of the bed.

	“Rougher!” She demanded.

	This was the little girl who was worried that I’d squash her? Wasn’t she far too reckless with her body? I grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her back as I fuck her. She let out moans of pleasure as I began to act roughly with her, thrusting into her body like I was a hammer and she was the anvil.

	That would be a proper metaphor for the feel. We had melded metal together before, and even here we were like one unit. As I began to imagine such a feeling, I could sense our souls starting to come together. My dick slammed forward with loud thwack noises, pounding her, molding her to my shape. In response, she moaned and cried, but she never wanted to stop for a moment.

	Our lovemaking was extremely vigorous, and I felt myself sweating as much as I did when we were in front of a forge. Her body and my body moved as one, harder and faster. I shaped her body, and she shaped mine. After some time, I felt our soul’s touch, and a poured my life into her.

	“C-cumming!” The pair of us shouted in unison.

	During that moment, we had merged almost like we were one. Our souls were getting closer and closer, but then at some point, I felt like I had struck something, and my soul was shoved away with a snap. At that moment, my body collapsed next to Sapphire. For just a few moments, I had felt like we were the same person. I could feel what she felt, and she could feel what I felt, but it was gone in the next moment.

	“M-master…” Her panting voice came from next to me.

	“Mm?”

	“Now… you need to go a second round… for Terra.” She boldly declared.

	My eyes widened, and then I let out a laugh. “Is that so?”

	She looked away. “You need to please both of us.”

	“Then, I guess I can’t quit now!” I jumped back on her, going from the front this time.

	It turned out that there was nothing to worry about. Sapphire was still Sapphire, after all.

	 


Bonus Chapter 1

	***

	“I


	 miss Master.” 

	“Already?” Garnet cried out. “We only just left!” 

	The pair had just begun their journey to the Deep, and Terra was already looking back at the entrance to the cave with a forlorn look. 

	“I feel like something bad might happen if I’m there to protect Master.” Terra frowned. 

	Garnet grabbed the other girl’s arm and pulled. “Come on! Don’t see it as leaving Master. See it as a chance to have new experiences.”

	“I’m not like you,” Terra responded although she let Garnet pull her along. “I like my stability.” 

	“What are you saying?” Garnet glanced back. “I thought we had a lot in common.” 

	Terra frowned, and then pulled back and covered her chest with a gasp. “What does that mean?” 

	Garnet looked at her chest and then laughed. “I meant that we’re both good with our hands and we have unique relationships with dungeons. What did you think I meant?” 

	Terra blushed, dropping her arms. “Oh… what do you mean, unique relationships with dungeons?” 

	“Weren’t you once the master of a dungeon?” Garnet asked. “You lived years underground in solitude.” 

	“That’s true, but what does that have to do with you?” 

	Garnet looked away. “I also spent long periods in dungeons, alone with no one else.” 

	“I… don’t like being alone.” 

	Garnet looked back. “Hmm?” 

	Terra’s expression looked stormy. “I hated that time in my life. Master saved me from that loneliness. That’s why… I try to meet Master’s desires earnestly in all things.”

	“Is that so?” Garnet responded although she seemed slightly wooden. 

	Terra picked up on this, a slight grin formed on her lips as she playfully bumped her shoulder against the other woman. 

	“What about you?” Terra asked. 

	Garnet blinked. “What about me?” 

	Terra bit the side of her lip, not letting up. “How do you feel about Master?” 

	Garnet’s eyes widened. “Oh! Uh… he’s fine. Master is Master, you know?” 

	Terra chuckled. “Have you done it yet?” 

	“Th-that is personal!” Garnet protested. 

	“Is it, though?” Terra blinked. “The other girls talk about it freely though.” 

	“That’s not normal! Lydia has some weird ideas about sex, and the rest just buy into it.” 

	“But I learned everything I know about it from them…” Terra admitted, looking embarrassed. 

	Garnet waved her hands. “Ah… I’m not saying it's wrong! It’s just that… what happens in the bedroom stays in the bedroom.”  

	“I see…” Terra cheered up a bit. “You’re so knowledgeable about sex. Wait, did you… with others?”

	“No!” Garnet cried out, her face reddening. “I haven’t… I mean… It’s just I had a history of dealing with creeps. It’s because of my appearance.” 

	Terra gave a side look. “Is that so? I thought you were pretty bold though, in the past.” 

	Garnet bit her lip. “I use that… to disarm the people around me. You can usually tell how good a person is by how they react to the flirting. I met a lot of guys I thought were nice, only to find out later they were perverts who just wanted to get me alone. So, I started acting interested in any guys I met. If a guy was too receptive to my flirtation, then he’s someone I want to avoid!”

	Terra stopped a strange expression on her face. “You say that, but didn’t you sneak into Master’s bed and get naked the first night you met.”

	“I was drunk! You can’t blame me for what drunk me did. That girl is a hoe. Besides, Rubee did that. That was a whole name ago.” 

	“I don’t even know what that means.” 

	“I was weak.” She suddenly grew serious. 

	“Huh?” 

	“I saw… him with all of those girls.” Garnet looked off into the distance. “And I thought that he was a playboy. I figured I could just lose it to someone like him, he’d leave uncaringly. No drama. No romance.” 

	“That sounds… kind of sad.” 

	“Aren’t you the one who jumped Master’s bones because you were afraid of being alone?” 

	“Ouch…” 

	“S-sorry.” 

	“It’s fine,” Terra responded. “I know in the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t make sense. At first, I just wanted to show Master my appreciation, and I didn’t feel like I was strong enough. My body was all I had… and since it was something I built and not my original, I didn’t feel too pressured to give it away. It was only later I started to truly love him.” 

	“You know… Master never pressured me.” Garnet spoke quietly. 

	“Hmm? 

	“He never forced himself on me or made me feel like I had to do anything. Even in twilight dungeon… he said… he said that it didn’t matter whether someone was a dungeon creation or not.”

	“I believe he does love Elaya, Xin, and Salicia, despite them starting as dungeon mobs.” 

	A small smile formed on Garnet’s lips. “Yeah…” 

	“Should we take a break?” 

	“Already?” 

	“I just want to check the bags and make sure we didn’t forget something.” 

	“You worry too much, but here you go.” 

	Garnet didn’t mind stopping. She seemed to have a lot on her mind at that moment. She handed the bag over to Terra as she took a waterbag to drink for herself. Terra began rummaging through the bag. 

	“What is that?” Terra asked, pulling out a strange magical artifact. 

	“Hmmm?” Garnet glanced at what Terra was holding. “Oh? I got it while I was in the Twilight Dungeon. They call it an imager. I guess it takes an imprint of the area around it. Did you turn it on?” Garnet spun around.

	“This is amazing! Hey, I know what. We can record our journey and show Master our journey.”

	Garnet felt a bit excited by that prospect, and then a bit surprised at how excited she felt. Something about showing Master her personal life made her feel tingly. One day, she hoped to show Master the true her. When that day came, she might just have to change her name again.  



	
Bonus Chapter 2

	***

	I


	 was alone, once again. I was back in the darkness, back in my prison. When I started this journey to the Deep, I thought it would be easy. After everything I experienced by Master’s side, after all of the growth I had made in both levels and jobs, I thought I couldn’t be stopped. 

	I was an Earth Manipulator, after all. This was my element. There should have been nothing down here that should be able to surprise me. My body was as strong as a mountain, and my will was determined to succeed for Master’s sake. 

	Yet, I didn’t expect us to run into those shadow people. Of all the things I thought I’d run into under the ground, I never expected such an enemy, They had no physical form, which was what I had always considered my strongest point. If there was nothing to hit, then I was helpless to fight it. 

	It started slowly at first, a feeling of being watched. I grew uneasy, but the farther we went, the less reserved Garnet seemed to become. She had a strangely intense. She no longer checked her maps or her guides but trudged forward as if she knew the way. 

	When we reached the underground city of her people, she barely paid the buildings a glance. Her eyes were solely locked on the large castle. It wasn’t until shadows started to climb out of the walls that we realized there was something wrong, and by then, it was all too late. 

	Had there been others with us, things would have turned out differently. Miki would have had a snarky comment, and she could have filled the hallways with the bane of shadow creatures, spirit fire. Celeste would casually blast them away with innumerable air blades while wondering when we’d get to eat next. 

	Even Lydia would fill her sword with magic and then cut down any enemies she faced with a stoic expression. As for Shao, she’d probably have the shadows cleaning her laundry within the hour, terrified to cross her. 

	Only I wasn’t enough. I couldn’t protect the ones I cared about. I couldn’t fight a threat that was greater than myself. I failed at being a guardian again. 

	I felt something, a stirring of memories deep within my soul. My parents were running from something with me in their arms. We were fleeing some ominous threat looming over us. 

	“It’s not fair.” I could hear my mother’s voice. “You shouldn’t be responsible for protecting so much. We will protect you instead, even if it costs us our lives!” 

	My eyes snapped open. I was all alone. It was merely the darkness. Of course, I could still navigate. I could feel the vibrations through the earth. Yet, even my Earth sense seemed to be muffled by this dark miasma that filled the corridors. 

	“What did you bring us to?” I asked Garnet, only after recalling that she had stayed behind to delay the shadow creatures. 

	Her sacrifice was supposed to come with me returning to the surface. At that point, it would be up to Master and the rest to mount a rescue. Well, that was with the hope Master was still alive. 

	Yet, even though I wasn’t bound by the tunnels and could dig through if I wanted, I wasn’t able to escape. It wasn’t that I couldn’t find the exit. I could dig straight up if I needed to. It might take a year of digging to make it, but I had already survived trials twice as severe. 

	The problem was that I came to an invisible barrier. Once I reached it, I could no longer progress any farther. My Earth sense couldn’t leave the barrier, and neither my body nor soul could pass it. I recognized what this was, it was a dungeon barrier. 

	I didn’t recall passing it on the way down, so it must have been activated after we triggered the shadow people. Not only could I not escape, but even if I died, Master would never be able to see my soul again. He’d have no clue what happened to me. Escape was impossible. 

	There was only one exception. There were various thermal vents this deep. A dungeon had to have openings. It was against the rules for a dungeon to be inescapable, yet that didn’t mean a dungeon couldn’t cheat.  

	This dungeon had escapes, but they were thermal vents. Temperatures so high they would melt even my body. They were small narrow tunnels, and unless someone could become immune to heat like Master, there was no way to scale them. 

	“Master even could make me immune to heat,” I muttered. 

	He could rearrange dungeon points, something none of the rest of us had. Had he been here, he could have figured something out. 

	That feeling of failure washed over me once again. No! There had to be a way. Perhaps, I could get a message to him. I suddenly recalled the Imager I had still tied to my back. If I covered it in a protective shell, then it might be possible to send it out of one of those vents. 

	It was a long shot, but if anyone would be able to find my message in a bottle, it would have to be Master. 

	I knew once I started moving, the shadows would find me again. I’d only have one shot at this. I slowly lifted the imager and began to speak into it. 

	“Master, I’m going to send this up through a vent. If it somehow reaches you, I’m sorry. We should have told you about the risks before coming. We should have turned back when the bond broke. We should have… done many things differently.”

	“I won’t be able to return to the surface. I know everyone is waiting for me, but I failed. This place is a trap. Please, listen carefully. There is something down here. The Deep Dwarves dug something up, some kind of shadow creatures. That must have been what happened to them all those years ago. They were running from them.”

	There was a sound, and Terra looked into the darkness, her face turning white. They knew she was there!

	“Don’t come down. Don’t come find us. It’s already too late. Ah, what’s that?” She could see a cloaked figure seemingly walking among the shadows, approaching her slowly. 

	“No, it’s coming. No! No!” Terra broke into a run. 

	Yet, the creature followed, seeming to catch up no matter how fast she ran. The thermal vent was just ahead though. As she walked, she covered the imager in layer after layer of compressed rock until it was as secure as an egg. 

	She could feel the icy touch of death right behind her. With her best throw, she chucked the imager just as the hands grabbed her. As she was pulled back into the darkness, the last thing she saw was the imager getting sucked up into the thermal vent. 

	It was the only thing she could do for Master. It was the last thing she thought she’d ever do for him. That’s when the darkness overtook her. 


About the Author

	Whizzer, aka Whatsawhizzer, is a writer who produces content on machineslicedbread.xyz and his own blog,

	https://whatsawhizzerwebnovels.com

	Please check out my other works!

	Tales of a Seductress / Tales of an Enchantress / Tales of the Demon Queen 

	The World of Women

	NTR Crush

	Enslaved

	It’s Not Easy Making Money in the Apocalypse

	Hawtness

	Timefall Saga

	Cover Image by Outlined_Human

	Editing by Ryunakama / KronosRJ


cover1.jpeg
P
44 ~
i 4 » .
3
3 o 3 / \
a4 D |
‘4 o
- »-:‘
. ,
“d K,
) ‘4
5 Yot \
P 3
v - + 4
“d - ,
i o P =
Y b A M
+ 4 : ’
] 53 il N L)
J -3 ]
v i 4 ‘
- ‘4 <
) » 4 ’ -
- 4 4 o ~
3 y 5 ’3
) P id b
"3 3
’ 4 4
‘4
O 4
) > S 0o J
’ y
-
N K v 4 Y )
DE TOUQE S Bt 3
- o 4
"44‘ g - @ v
4447
” -

WHATSAWHIZZER'S L .

RISE OF THE SLAVE HAREM

%
.
y

MR






