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“Master, you must take a bath!”

“Master, bathe with me!”

“Master, I’m dirty. Clean me!”

“Stupid, you’re supposed to clean Master!”

Instead of waking up in the arms of several beautiful women, I woke up with several little girls on top of me. Each one of them had exotic-colored hair, not unlike the fae. However, they weren’t that mysterious race from overseas that had once preceded humans as the dominant species on this planet. These were little girls that Astria had once experimented with, attempting to turn human beings into fairies.

She had eventually explained her logic to me. In Gaia’s world, mana was a substance that connected the world with the people in it. It needed to be continuously consumed to keep the world working. Mana allowed people to level up, earn jobs, and cast spells. It handled the vague concept of experience, which was why killing monsters netted you so much.

Fairies were the native species of such a world, and while base fairies were closer to insects, with a queen bee that controlled all the drones, they could also grow and evolve into other beings by accumulating mana and molding it into new forms. These evolutions affected how the fairies could create mana. A sylph could create mana with wind, while a dryad extracted it from trees. It wasn’t clear to me exactly how they did this, and they weren’t even able to describe it. It’d be like me explaining how I breathed.

I also didn’t understand how the new fairy was made. It had something to do with fairy dust, which seemed like catnip for fairies. Ultimately, Astria’s goal had been to create more fairies like Celeste, who was half-human, half-fairy. She thought that if she could make such powerful fairies like her daughter, she’d be able to take back the mana stream and rescue her daughter from it.

However, then I appeared and put a stop to her experiment. The little girls were healed and returned to their homes, only for them to turn out abnormal. First, their hair turned different colors. Then, they started exuding strange abilities. Ranging from about eight to thirteen, their parents didn’t know how to handle the little girls, and they somehow ended up being hired by Faeyna, who was training them to be maids. They are neither fairies nor humans. They differ from the evolved fairies, another product of her experiments, but I didn’t use them in my battle for obvious reasons.

Now, about a half dozen little girls in maid-out fits were crawling all over me. I probably stank a bit. After all, I had been resting while the dungeon was growing and things were settling down. I was alone in bed because now that most of the girls were back, they agreed they couldn’t do anything until Terra got her body back. It’d be pitiful if she had to watch the other girls have fun while she couldn’t even get into bed with me.

Well, that didn’t stop the girls from sneaking into my bed for a romp, but that was a secret. Shao was a master of sneaking in the darkness, and Celeste could literally become any size and even become invisible. Miki could alter people’s minds and walk by any guard who wouldn’t remember her passing. As for Lydia, she also had her ways.

“Fine, let’s go bathing.”

“Yay!”
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It’s not like I’m a pervert, despite what a certain job that had just recently reached level forty said, despite me avoiding equipping it. Rather, I bathed with the little maids because Faeyna would often get too enthusiastic bathing me and then make a mess. It was better with the little girls exactly because I didn’t get excited. Rather, it felt a bit like I was preparing my mind and heart for the birth of my children. Of course, I still hadn’t found Raissa, and Eliana was busy in another country stabilizing it after I inadvertently stripped them of half their infrastructure.

So, every morning, I’d bathe with the little girls. I’d make bubbles to hide anything indecent, and they would bounce and play. Incidentally, they started looking forward to it and began demanding daily baths. The thing was, as partial fairies, they didn’t get dirty easily, so there was no reason. I was usually the dirty one, and that had more to do with the dirty things I did with the girls the maids had called aunties.

I got up, keeping my unmentionables from the prying eyes of the girls. They were extremely curious, so I had to be extra careful. As I opened the door, another headache appeared, saluting me.

“My lord Master!” the lioness queen declared.

“I’m not your master...” I said for the hundredth time.

“Another bath, Master?”

“We can bathe you, Master!”

“I hate water!” The other lionesses shot a deathly look at the descender, who blushed. “B-but if it’s Master...”

“It’s okay, the maids will handle it,” I responded, trying to edge my way around the lionesses.

“Master! I understand that you have a particular taste for little girls.” The lioness queen declared.

“That’s not the conclusion I want you to understand!”

“That’s why I’ve prepared a proper lionkin for my lord.” She pushed a girl in front of her.

It was a little girl around eight, but she was a lionkin dressed in a bathing suit.

“What is this?” I cried out.

One lioness poked the little girl who was staring at me with wide eyes. “Sister, say the line!”

“M-my lord! I-I am mentally prepared to give myself in service of you.” She spoke the rehearsed line nervously.

“I’m not interested.”

“My lord, you agreed to allow us to be your bodyguards, correct?”

“That’s certainly what Elaya and Lydia convinced me to do,” I muttered.

“There could be assassins in the pool! If you won’t allow us to bathe with you, we must have at least one guard on the inside.”

“A guard?” I raised my eyebrow.

“I’ve trained her personally! In just another ten years, she was going to join the rest of the lionesses for that former man. She has talents in every area.” The lioness queen spoke proudly.

“Go on, sister, show him!” Another cat girl, I think she was third, poked her once again.

Sister wasn’t a title that the lionkin called each other, either. By their similar appearance, I was pretty sure that was her sister.

“I’m fierce!” The girl made a pose, her nails coming out as she let out a cat’s roar. “Rawr.”

Compared to the roar the queen could deliver on her own, which was ear-splitting, there was mostly a squeak. I looked away, my face turning wooden. It was extremely adorable. I shook my head when her sister leaned forward.

“Switch to Plan B!”

The little girl looked up at me tearfully. “Am I not wanted?”

My cheek twitched. “F-fine... I’ll take her.”

The lionesses cheered excitedly. I wasn’t a pervert. I just had a weakness for little girls. Wait... that’s not what I meant.
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“Ahhh...”

“My-my lord, are you okay?”

“You’re doing it wrong!” One of the maid girls scoffed, you shouldn’t use your claws to clean his back.

I nodded. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad. The maid girls could help train the lioness girl. Maybe she’d end up growing up sweeter and gentler than the other lionesses. Although they were bodyguards, they got pretty forceful and didn’t like to be told no. As much as King Roth talked crap about my harem, his girls could also be willful.

Lydia had given me some insight into that, too. They were testing me out and learning their limits. I had to give them a firm hand, or they might start walking all over me. I felt like a new pet owner who had just brought a cat home from the pound. The problem was that there were twenty of them, and they wouldn’t hesitate to use any means to get what they wanted. Despite all that, Lydia could get them to behave instantly. They never acted up around her. It was unfortunate that she was so busy.

Her god soul had only just been put together before she raced to me. It wasn’t stabilized yet, and her Master had taken off after she left on her own. Our soul merging had helped stabilize it for a time, but she still had a lot of work and healing to do. Other than resting and drinking fairy water, Miki was also helping her two halves become truly united again. This meant that they were out.

All the girls had found things to spend their time doing. They all had found hobbies. Most of the things needed doing, so I couldn’t complain, but I seemed to be the only one who had nothing to do. It had been nearly a week since King Roth was defeated, and I was feeling antsy just sitting around. That’s why I decided I was going to go to the capital today. I could find out where Carmine was and see if they had any information about Raissa or Salicia. Then I could also find out how Eliana was doing.

“I’m sorry! How are you supposed to do it?” the lionkin girl asked.

“Naturally, you use your chest.” I felt skin press against my back, and I straightened slightly.

“Eh? Really, like this?” I felt more skin press against my back.

“Use a lot of soap, and then you go up and down like this.” My expression started to wither.

“Are you sure it’s working?”

“This is Mistress Faeyna’s top-level technique! She naturally taught it to me. She says I’m promising!” The maid behind me declared.

Faeyna’s top-level technique was one I was also familiar with. However, these girls were lacking the assets that made it work so well. Faeyna could even scrub both of my shoulders at once. That wasn’t the problem here! What was the head maid teaching her students?

“Th-then... I’ll defeat you!”

“Hoho... It’s on!”

Even the youth seemed to have some healthy rivalry. I just wish the competition didn’t involve cleaning me.
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I wanted to swing by the capital of Aberis to see how things were going, but I definitely didn’t want to take a retinue of ten lionesses with me. That was how many protected my door and followed me around the mansion. The one time I went outside, that number blew up to twenty.

“Bodyguards...”

“Bodyguards?”

“In the past, you were just an adventurer and a small-time lord of a little city in the middle of nowhere. However, once Dioshin opens up, Chalm will become a major trading hub between the West and the East. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that this city will become the center of all commerce in the southern part of the continent.” Elaya explained.

“S-seriously?”

“You have a close relationship to the king, even impregnating his sister, who is now running the Ost Republic. Also, you are close allies with the wolfkin tribe and have even made all of Dioshin, each tribe, owe you a personal favor. You’ve gained the loyalty of the osterians, the deep dwarves, and even the Foxkin.”

“There are not that many foxkin...”

“There weren’t until the experiments got out... I just received news that the entire foxkin tribe has moved.”

“Where?”

She lowered her eyes at me, and I blushed slightly. “Yeah... yeah...”

“They will move to Ninetails.”

“Ninetails?”

“That’s the city the foxkin built.”

“They built a city?”

“Have you been paying attention at all?” She demanded in an exasperated voice.

I hadn’t been paying close enough attention. It seemed like every time I looked, something new was happening. Did the osterians name the location they were staying at as well? The osterians didn’t remain as distant from Chalm as the foxkins, since they were trying to push the boundary to the west. The foxkin had positioned themselves safely to the south of Chalm and southwest of Chalm’s Crossing. That meant I had officially founded four cities. If I included Alerith, which Bernice had returned to, that was five cities in the west.

Well, only Alerith and Chalm were of sufficient size. Then again, depending on how many foxkin migrated to this Ninetails, it might end up being a fairly large city too. Were the two cities too close? They might merge into one city eventually. That’s what would probably end up happening to Chalm’s Crossing. It’d one day become a suburb of Chalm, especially since my palace was between the two.

Elaya sighed as she saw me deep in thought and continued. “As the lord, it’s not just likely you’ll be promoted to Duke, but your power might be on the same level as King Aberis.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“I’m not.” Elaya sniffed. “You’re just going to come to accept it. You’re a person of interest. If the Imperial Cloud Meadow wasn’t looking for you before, they certainly are now. With notice come dangers. Dangers like assassinations and plots. You experienced one in the Ost Republic. Had you been protected by bodyguards, such a thing wouldn’t have happened as you dying in the Illusory Sword Dungeon and your soul bonds would have been cut.

“I can call my party...”

“They are all busy now, working on tasks to help you, Master. They can’t be available around the clock to watch after you. That’s why you need a small, well-organized team to protect you. For that, the lionesses are your best bet. They are powerful, organized, and loyal.”

That was ultimately how they were assigned as my bodyguards. However, compared to being around the women I loved, the lionesses were more of an irritation. Thus, after my bath, I opened a portal in the changing room. That was the one place I wasn’t being watched by lionesses or maids. Of course, my girls were always a slave communication and a portal away, but the lionesses could cool it.

I stepped through the portal and closed it. With a sigh of relief, I opened the door to my primary bedroom in Chalm only to find a girl with purple hair right in front of me. She looked to be only about thirteen.

The girl immediately gave a curtsey. “Master has arrived. Capital Head Maid at your service!”

“We’re in the capital?” A small voice came from behind me.

I jumped and turned around to see the little lionkin girl. She had somehow followed me through the portal. It wasn’t easy being a lord.
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“I’m going to the church,” I said stiffly.

“I will go with you.” The little lionkin girl declared.

“I will as well.” The thirteen-year-old fairy girl added.

“Why do you need to go?” I cried out to the maid. “Neither of you needs to come!”

“My lord, First said a lioness must guard you. You left everyone else behind. I must guard my lord!” The lionkin girl squeaked.

“Master, Mistress Faeyna said that when Master is in the capital, I must attend to him at all times,” the maid cried. “She only just let me on my own to watch this household. She only just gave me enough trust to watch this property yesterday. I wasn’t expecting Master so soon, but I’ll do my best!”

“Okay...” I looked at her with consideration. 

The young woman seemed to turn red under my gaze. It seemed like Faeyna had been impatient to get both properties watched, and so she sent one of her oldest students to clean the abandoned property as a test run. It certainly needed cleaning after months of abandonment. There were signs she had only just started cleaning recently. The maid noticed the dubious look on my face and grew frantic.

“Master, I have experience with housecleaning.” When I raised an eyebrow, she continued. “My parents died when I was young, and no one paid their resurrection fee, so I was sent to the Orphanage. I lived in the capital’s orphanage. To fund it, the old witch there would send us to clean the properties of rich merchants and lords. A perverted lord took a liking to me, and the next thing I knew, I was being sold.”

“Why is your story so sympathetic?”

“No, it’s okay.” She forced a smile onto her face. “Just before I was sold, all the slaves were suddenly purchased by Master. We were taken to Chalm’s Crossing and freed. Of course, I had nowhere to go, and no one needed cleaning. Thankfully, before I starved to death, Mother Fairy came and rescued us.”

“Mother... Fairy...”

Mother Fairy must have been what they called Astria, but her story was still really sad. Even though she was saved by some noble, her story still led her to be an experiment.

“After that, Mistress Faeyna found us and offered us all jobs in my master’s mansion.” She finished before pointing her thumb at her chest. “That’s why I must work hard so that I’m never thrown away again.”

My heart hurt. I looked over at the lionkin.

“Please say your story was less depressing...”

“Of course,” the lionkin girl declared confidently, crossing her arms. “I lived a joyful life.”

“That’s good.”

“My sister and I were forcibly taken from our parents at a young age. I was put into a program where I had to make my first kill by five. Lionesses must compete to be the top. It’s cutthroat, and death is common. I lived my life on the edge, allowing me to reach level thirty even though I’m only nine. Hehe... I only experienced death twice.”

“Haaaah?”

“Of course, I was also trained in the sexual arts. It’s all in preparation, so when I came of age and was given to King Roth. If I didn’t work myself to death, then there was a real risk I would have also been thrown away, which is why I’ll do my bodyguard duty properly!”

“...”

So, that was how I ended up walking through the capital, adjoined with two lol- ahem... young children.
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“Deek! It’s a pleasure to see you again!” A man appeared at the entrance to the church.

“Oh! Hi, um... you...”

The guy sighed. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

“Yeah... I know... you’re... that guy...”

“Carl...”

“Carl! Right, the one who likes big breasts!”

“That’s right!” He laughed, but then eyed the two girls behind me. “I see you didn’t offer the church any honors today.”

“Be nice; they’re children.” I coughed.

“Hmph! That’s for those lolicons in the south. Church of the daughter? Puh! The way they treat children sickens me.” He went to spit, but seeing the girls looking frightened, he stopped and tried to smile at them. “It’s okay, our church still sees children as innocent. Hey, you girls wouldn’t be interested in boob enlargements, would you?”

“Boob?” the lionkin girl asked.

“Enlargements?” the maid finished.

“Yes! I’ve been working on the spell right here...”

“Carl!” I stopped him from looking in his pocket and possibly doing things that might bring experience to my pervert job unexpectedly. “I’m here to find Carmine.”

“Carmine? Ah! That’s right. She came back here a few months ago. Ah, but she left shortly after that. You’d need to talk to Mar-”

There was a loud thump, and then Carl collapsed on the ground, motionless. Behind him was Mary, wearing a priestess’s robe that showed her fantastic attributes.

“Hello, Deek. It has been a long time since I’ve seen you. However, there have been so many rumors about you these last few months I feel you’ve been near.” She spoke in a sultry voice, leaning toward me flirtatiously.

“Ah... is that so...” I couldn’t help but blush.

Mary had a way about her. It was like she could brighten up a room with her headlights just by walking into it. I meant, when she talked excitedly, you could see the jiggle of her excitement. That’s not right either. She was udderly enchanting. She was one of a pair. Oh, forget it.

“However, I guess I’m not the one you came to visit.” She stood back up, her breasts bouncing as she put on a pouty face. “You’re looking for Carmine, right?”

“I am,” I admitted, strangely feeling regretful that I hadn’t been there for Mary.

“Well, it’s true that she came. She wanted to challenge herself and grow stronger, and thought we might give her a challenge. That’s why I sent her to the Tearfall Isles.”

“The Tearfall Isles?” I blinked.

“Yes, it’s an archipelago of islands just south of the Ost Republic. You used to have to go through Esmore to get there, but I heard the borders between Aberis and the Ost Republic have been opened recently.”

That was right. I had seen those islands on a map before, but I had always thought they were just part of the Ost Republic. I didn’t realize they were their entity.

“So, Carmine went there, but why would you send her there for a challenge?” I asked.

“It’s rather simple.” She shrugged. “The Tearfall Isles is a special place. They are a place where people challenge themselves and can grow stronger quickly.”

“Why is that?” I blinked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” She smirked. “It’s because the Tearfall Isles is a dungeon!”
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“Another dungeon, huh?”

I couldn’t bring myself to be that excited. I had encountered so many dungeons already, why not an island? No, not just an island, but an archipelago. We had moved to her chambers, where we both sat down comfortably and drank tea. Neither of the girls I brought with me would sit, even though I offered.

“If this is a dungeon, isn’t it dangerous?” I asked.

“That’s the special thing about the Tearfall Isles,” Mary explained. “They do not inhibit people from being resurrected.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “There are ten islands in all. The first island is free of monsters. There is an entire village built on this island, which is where visitors are free to challenge the other islands. Each subsequent island is more difficult than the last. The ninth island has never been beaten.”

“Beaten? What does that mean?”

“Well, every island is a thick tropical forest filled with monsters for leveling. If you’re able to fight to the center, you’ll reach a shrine. Each shrine contains a safe room and a teleportation array, and past that is a boss room. If you defeat the boss, you gain a mark.”

“A mark?”

“I think you’re familiar with the marks. It’s one-ninth of a complete blessing. Once you collect all nine marks, you complete the blessing. Of course, no one had defeated the dungeon master, so no one had claimed the blessing.”

“Blessings are usually more complicated...”

“Yeah, well, this dungeon formed allegedly from the death of an undefeated hero. He was very clear that he desired to pass on his strength to another, so the dungeon only exists to test a person and make sure they are powerful enough. Each mark will grant someone a power boost, but if it isn’t complete, they fade after a month. Some people will go challenge the Blessings, but then leave and use the temporary status boosts to help them out in other combat situations. This dungeon is at least partly the reason the osterians had such a fighting spirit. They claim the undefeated hero was an osterian, although no one knows if that is true.”

“Couldn’t they tell by seeing the dungeon master?”

“The Dungeon Master resides in the final dungeon, but unlike with every other challenge, you can only battle him once. Death is permanent.”

“It still seems surprising that a group couldn’t defeat him.”

“That’s just it, the way the dungeon is built, only one person can challenge him at a time. You can use normal boss tactics to wear him down and defeat him. The only way is for someone confident in their abilities to go challenge him. Many osterians were lost challenging him, and it was eventually declared unwinnable.”

“And you sent Carmine there?”

“Well, the final battle is a bit much, but it’s a great location for acquiring experience. There are a lot of monsters, and you can start at any difficulty. Of course, you need all eight marks to challenge the final boss, but otherwise, you can earn them in any order.”

The Tearfall Isles were a massive whetting stone where you had to defeat eight bosses within a month to earn the right to face the final boss. Only by defeating him would you gain the blessing. The temptation to get a true hero must have been great. Few dungeons had a clear path toward completing them. Traditionally, a dungeon diver would destroy the dungeon rather than complete it. I had been strangely lucky with my ability to complete the lore, but I knew my case was a rarity. To have such a clear directive felt nice, but I had no intention of risking my life fighting another boss. I’d leave this blessing for someone else.
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“How is Rubee? Or is it Garnet?” Mary asked.

“She goes by Sapphire now,” I responded.

“Oh? So, she’s found another piece of her soul then?”

“You could say that,” I began, and then looked up. “You know about... her condition? I thought the church was against anything to do with dungeons?”

Sapphire was a deep dwarf. At some point, she had fled to the surface with the rest of the deep dwarves and died. Part of her soul was captured by a dungeon and birthed into a miasmic being. She had a strong desire to put herself back together and eventually escaped the bonds of her dungeon and went searching for other pieces of her soul. Whenever she found one, she’d change her name to reflect her new self. Mary had been the one who had encouraged me to rescue her back in Alerith. She had secretly been searching for a missing part of her soul. She had thought it was in Widow’s Dungeon, but it turned out it was in the Twilight Dungeon.

“Officially, yes.” She gave a sad smile. “She was captured and was going to be put to death. Whether it’s her chest or her miasmic nature, she’s truly a blasphemy for the church.”

“Really? Then why did you save her?”

She took a sip of her tea, sitting back as if she were pondering my question. “It was just a selfish desire of mine. The founder of our church had once had her soul broken. That ultimately created the schism in the church that has existed for hundreds of years. To see someone so frantically trying to put their lives back together, it gave me hope that one day I might reunite our church as well.”

“Is that so...”

I straightened under her words. That was right. I was supposed to have talks with the Church does in the Ost Republic. I had run into them a few times, and my opinion of them was that they were prickly. Technically, all Mary had asked me to do was continue to have a harem filled with girls of various sizes, but part of me felt like I could have done more to reconcile the situation. Other things always took precedence.

“Of course, the main reason I did it was that she reminded me of my sister.”

“You have a sister?”

“Yes, I believe you’ve likely met her.”

“I have?”

“She’s the leader of the church of the daughter.”

“You’re related?”

I had met the woman I believed to be the leader. She was the one who had put the bond between Eliana and me. She was the person who presided over the weddings, too. I didn’t mean for it to sound so disbelieving, but the sisters were so different. Mary was warm and inviting, while the other girl was cold and angry. Also, Mary had some enormous assets, and her sister was quite flat.

“Yes. I was the first daughter. My parents used to dote on me because of that, and as a result, she held a lot of jealousy for me.”

“Are you sure being the first daughter was why she was jealous?”

“Hmm? Why else would she be?” Mary cocked her head.

“N-never mind.”

It probably wasn’t a good idea to get in between sisters.
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Mary and I were still chatting when she suddenly made a noise and reached over for a stone that was sitting on her desk. Like most of her movements, it seemed almost scandalous. She touched what appeared to be a stone used for communication, but I didn’t seem to hear what the other side said. It appeared this one was designed in a way that only the person touching it could hear. For me, I used Slave Communication most of the time, so I had never really looked into communication devices from this world. The range wasn’t very good, so the person sending the message was likely in this city.

“Oh? Is that so? I understand.” She spoke with another side before letting go and turning back to me with a smile. “It appears you’re wanted in the palace.”

“The prince?” I asked.

She nodded. “He has gotten word that you were in town and had visited me, so he asked if you would come to him as soon as possible.”

“That works for me. I planned to go there after speaking with you.” I responded. “Admittedly, I didn’t expect word to spread so quickly.”

“Leaders like us must have an extensive and thorough information network,” Mary responded.

Her answer was light-hearted, but it hit me harder than it should have. I had often found myself clueless to the goings-on in Chalm. I seemed to learn about everything after the fact, such as the mass exodus of the foxkin tribe. Elaya seemed to have some kind of network, and I was certain Astria did as well, although it was clear Astria’s came from the fairies, whose information was less focused on people and more focused on spiritual things like monsters and mana disturbances.

Although I could ask either of them whenever I felt like it, maybe I should build my information network as well. I’d never even considered something like that when I Chalm first started, but I really should have someone reporting from the capital, someone reporting from Chalm, Dioshin, and even the Ost Republic. I’d need to create an entire spy network. Perhaps I should look for a spymaster? I could make one girl my spymaster, but that would fill up her time. Maybe Celeste would work? She was strangely observant.

I shook my head; that was something I needed to consider for later. At the moment, it seemed like I should make my way to the castle. If the prince had called for me, then he probably would have needed something in a hurry.

“I’ll be on my way then.” I declared.

“Thank you for coming.” She stood up and bowed, her chest swaying as she did. “Please come back more often.”

“S-sure...”

She escorted me back out of the palace, and then I prepared to head for the palace to see Prince Edward. It was as we were walking down the street that a thought came to me.

“Head maid... um...”

“Master may call me Cici.”

“Um, Head Maid Cici... you lived in the capital for some time at the orphanage, right? Do you know the capital well?”

“Yes, this is why Mistress Faeyna thought I would do well in maintaining the property.” She agreed.

“Do you still have connections to other orphans?”

She cocked her head as she thought about it. “Yes, I know quite a few. What does Master have in mind?”

“You said the children often clean in the manors of merchants and lords of the capital. People ignore children, but children speak...” I responded thoughtfully. “Perhaps you could be the one to listen.”

A spy network might not be so hard after all.
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“So, that’s what’s been going on.”

I had met Prince Edward, and naturally, there was a lot to discuss. The last time I had spoken to him, I had left in a rush on the battlefield between the Ost Republic and Aberis to return to Chalm. They had been moments from starting a war that likely would have ended with the destruction of one country, but I had upended that conclusion, only to disappear without a word of explanation.

Not only did Prince Edward not know where I had been the previous two months and how I had escaped death, but Chalm had also become a mystery spot. More time had passed since then. Chalm had reopened as if nothing had happened. The osterians had crossed Aberis and ended up on the eastern side, abandoning the country of the Ost Republic that they had helped form.

Then, there was the rumbling of some kind of a major issue in Dioshin, which ultimately ended with them waging an attack on the west. Then, just as those rumors had reached the capital, I had over-ended the result, taken over the west, finally bringing Alerith under the heel, created an unprecedented trade agreement with Dioshin, and solidified my control. Even for the normally casual Prince Edward, each rumor sounded as unbelievable as the last, and when I was finally there to explain how everything had happened and the result, he still found it hard to believe.

“Well, that’s about everything.” I had finished talking for what felt like an hour and took a drink of water.

“I knew before I took the throne, I’d need to plant many seeds which would grow into a stable foundation, but I never expected such a seed would grow so much that I would end up in its shadow.” He spoke with a small smile on his face.

“That’s not my intention!” I waved my hands. “I’m not trying to overthrow you or anything.”

He let out a chuckle. “It’s fine. I’m not someone so prideful or childish to get jealous over the accomplishments of another man, especially a friend. What you’ve built in only half a year is incredible. You’ve gained the loyalty of several unique races, and you’ve done things that will stabilize Chalm for years to come. I must warn you, though, everything isn’t set.”

“What do you mean?”

“Many of the lords to the east are less than thrilled about your meteoric rise. First off, while Chalm is a diverse city, most of the country is majority human. Many lords aren’t happy with your affiliation and use of other races. The osterians, the Dioshin, and the deep dwarves are all people we considered our enemies at one point. Some feel that you’re just an outsider who is taken away from our country. They consider you an enemy.”

“Seriously?”

He nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised if someone sent assassins after you, or tried to make things difficult for you by other means.”

“You’re not the first to say that,” I responded bitterly.

The lionkin was standing nearby. I had eventually asked her name; it was Chance. She shifted slightly as if she were ready to take on such assassins on her own. Perhaps I was being ridiculous running away from the lionkin who only wanted to protect me. This conversation was making me feel paranoid, like an assassin might be around every corner.

“Well, if that makes you uncomfortable, then this next part will be even more difficult.”

“What is it?”

“Deek, I want you to be my opponent!”
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“An opponent?” I asked, furrowing my brow.

“You may have heard rumors that under the castle in the capital is a dungeon.” Prince Edward spoke slowly. “This is a partial truth. What we have is an artifact in our treasury beneath the castle. This object opens up periodically. Anyone who touches it during this period is brought to another world. I believe you have a familiarity with something like this?”

“A soul dungeon,” I responded, leaning forward.

He nodded. “Yes, I believe I heard Father call it that once. Your soul is separated from your body, and you’re put into a series of challenges. We’ve traditionally used these challenges to help train knights. However, it has another purpose as well. This artifact has existed for a long time, since before the Demon lord back when the country was known as Osteria. It is because the Ost Republic does not have this artifact that the humans formed a council rather than selecting a king. This is because this soul dungeon has traditionally been a means of selecting the king. Every five years, the artifact begins the period known as the King Selection.”

“You need the king selection to be king?”

“Not exactly...” He scratched his head. “My father had naturally completed the selection several times during his reign. In theory, had he not abdicated the throne, as he got old and his soul weakened, there would come a time that he would eventually be outperformed by someone else. Since he left, he put me in charge, and so I was the king-elect. I could have taken the throne then, but for various reasons, I put it off. First, I wanted to wait until my dad was found again, and then there was the ongoing issue with Alerith, and then the wedding and the mess with the Ost Republic. I had been putting off the ceremony so long that the lords have decided that my ability to take the throne depends now on succeeding with the dungeon.”

I frowned. “Didn’t you have to succeed, anyway?”

“Originally, once I was on the throne, winning the king’s selection would have been more of a technicality. The dungeon rates people. Only one of them is the victor, and he is given the right to rule. Usually, the opponent would be a friend of the king, someone who could hold their own, but would make the king look good.”

“That’s what you want from me?”

He shook his head. “Things are different now. Many of the lords are not happy with how Aberis is going these days. That the country almost went to war because of your actions has made my support of you slightly stressful.”

“That...” I didn’t know how to respond, but I realized I had caused a lot of issues then.

“Relax...” He lifted his hand. “You’ve done more than your share of good for this country. Whether it was stopping the battle, stopping the demon lord in the capital, destroying dungeons in the west, claiming territory, or fixing the issues with Alerith, I don’t regret being on your side in the least. That said, some lords are stirring up trouble, stating that perhaps a new family should become the royal family. They want me to face a true challenger in the dungeon.”

“Where do I come in then?” I asked hesitantly.

“Just before the king’s selection, the lords will present their most promising family member. It’ll be a preliminary to decide who will fight against me in the king’s selection. I want you to compete.”

“So, what you’re saying is you want me to beat all the others, join you in the competition, and then lose to you on purpose.”

“No...” He shook his head. “I want you to beat the others, join me in the competition, and then I want you as my true opponent. Whether I win or you win... the victor will be king of Aberis.”
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I opened my mouth, finding his declaration difficult to swallow. He wanted me to become king of Aberis? Well, I mean, it wasn’t guaranteed. However, given my experience with dungeons, it was pretty likely I would win. Perhaps I was being full of myself. I didn’t even know how strong Edward truly was. He was defeated by Shao in her demon lord form once, but those had been strange circumstances. If he had power equal to his father, I couldn’t just merge with Lydia before jumping in. I was pretty sure that would be cheating.

“King...” That was the only word I could get out.

“You’ve already done enough for Chalm to make you a Duke. Even if you lose, I will promote you to Duke anyway. The other families are hoping to use this to snake their way into a leadership position, but I want to use their greed against them by bringing you into it. Since this entire competition was their idea, they won’t be able to refuse your right to compete if you win it under their conditions.”

“I can follow that part, but what are you saying about me becoming king?”

He chuckled. “You’re so confident you’ll win, huh?”

“I don’t mean it like that!”

“It’s fine. I’m a man who believes in fate. If you win, then it was simply not my fate to be king. What you’ve done in the west has already been the equivalent of forming a country. You’ve all but brought Dioshin and the Ost Republic to their knees as well. If you become the king of Chalm, I don’t believe it will be a bad thing.”

“I’d hardly say brought them to their knees...” I tried to pull back my accomplishments.

He crossed his arms and sat back. “Well, whatever you say, I still believe you’re the best person to be my opponent. I must say that the king selection isn’t purely one of bronze, but of intelligence and willpower. My father has always taught me that I would be king. He has prepared me well for that day, but I have always wondered deep inside if I truly deserved the position. That was part of the reason I had hesitated and pushed things back to this point. Now, I’ve realized that if I want to feel like I’ve earned it, I’m going to need an opponent that makes me feel like I’ve earned it. I know no one more of a man’s man than you, Deek Deekson. That’s why I wish for you to become my opponent.”

“Alright.”

“You don’t have to decide now. There is still time before the king’s selection is underway. I would like you to seriously consider it, though. It is not easy, and not something for someone weak of will.”

“I understand. I’ll think about it first and let you know.”

Honestly, I still wasn’t sure how I felt about it, but since I didn’t need to decide that moment, then I’d at least talk to everyone about it.

He let out a sigh and sat back. “Good, in that case, there was one other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

“What’s that?”

“I believe Eliana is in grave danger. I need you to go to the Ost Republic immediately.”
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“Why didn’t you start with that?” I sat up as soon as Prince Edward mentioned Eliana.

He raised his hands, chuckling lightly. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“You said Eliana is in danger!”

“I said that I believe she is in danger.” He responded. “She believes she is safe.”

I frowned, glaring at him.

“Perhaps I should explain myself. You may know this, but now that the osterians have left the Ost Republic, there is a bit of a power vacuum down there. The humans of the Ost Republic existed alongside, or perhaps even subservient to, the osterians. When most of them up and left, the humans were at a bit of a loss how this country was to continue. It was built on the premise of coexistence between all races. Although the population is mostly human and osterian, there are also some demons down there, dwarves, as well as a species you may not have heard of named the Fae.”

I perked up a bit. “The Fae?”

“Oh, so you have heard of them? Well, most of their population lives in the south of that region, and only the humans and osterians officially created a government. Rather, the osterians seemed to act as a protective barrier that kept the other races in the south separated and safe.”

“Safe from Aberis...” I responded.

He gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t agree with the policies my father had before me, but we have inherited them. My sister has always been against slavery and the poor treatment of non-humans. What you have done in the west has also shifted sentiment, which is why I’ve warned you that there will be resistance. The southwest borders the peaceful Esmore and the Dioshin slavers. However, the east has only known war with osterians to the south, and the xenophobic ways of the Imperial Cloud Meadow in the north.”

I shook my head. “What does this have to do with Eliana?”

“Eliana is in a strange position in the Ost Republic. She’s gained the respect and love of the humans, and her voice currently holds nearly equal sway to the council. However, the other races fear that in the absence of the osterians, the humans will suppress them, so tensions are rising.”

I suppose it was too easy for the Ost Republic to just reunite with Aberis. I had always known the Ost Republic as the less xenophobic cousin to Aberis, but now I understood why. It seemed like all the species that were rejected or attempted to be wiped out eventually found themselves down there. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were pockets of deep dwarves down there at this point.

“And?”

“There has currently been ongoing trouble on the coast.” He responded. “Ships have been getting attacked at an alarming rate. Therefore, I couldn’t send you aid. My forces have been sent east to help protect our borders. However, with the loss of the osterians, the Ost Republic can no longer reinforce the coast.”

“Get on with it!” He seemed to drag it out quite a bit.

“Eliana has agreed to preside over a peace summit. She wants to unite the Ost Republic. The other groups in the Ost Republic would only agree to meet if it was in a neutral location outside of the Ost Republic.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What neutral location?”

“The Tearfall Isles.” He sighed. “They want to meet in a dungeon of all places.”
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“I don’t think I need to describe the risk my sister is taking. She believes in the best in people. I had thought after losing you, she’d be world-wearier, but then you returned, and I fear she’s only grown more determined to see the world as inherently good.”

“Sorry to inspire your sister with false hope,” I responded, only with a little sarcasm.

He snorted. “I suppose it was only inevitable with her. I have a bad feeling regarding this summit. Something feels wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“The attacks on the coast, I don’t believe it is piracy. The attacks are too perfect. There is never a survivor. Some entire coastal towns have gone silent. It’s like Chalm and Alerith all over again.”

“Do I need to send forces?” I asked.

He shook his head. “The Tibults and the others with a trade interest are enough to protect the east. As for the Ost Republic, if we even tried to send aid, it’d be seen as an attack. That’s why I want to send you down there. Your relationship with Eliana is well known, and no one could argue about your presence. Your diverse... ahem... party is nearly as powerful as an army.”

“My girls... right...” I coughed. “I don’t think I’ll be bringing them with me on his trip. They’ve all been through a lot these last few months, and I want to give them time to heal a bit more.”

Every girl had experienced some trauma in their way. Besides, they were all busy with their work. I’m sure none of them wanted to see me dote on Eliana anyway. She was pregnant with my child, and the last time I had seen her, we were this close to getting married. Naturally, there was a lot for us to catch up on.

It also seemed to be a lot of forces pushing me toward Tearfall Isles. Carmine was sent there, and now the peace summit was going to be held there. I had to admit that dungeons always made me curious. Every one of them had a story to tell. I’m sure Tearfall had something more complicated than a hero looking for the strongest. After all, it was called Tearfall. Didn’t that just scream a traumatic and sad story? If things went south, I could summon all the girls in an instant.

With that in mind, I agreed to head down to the Ost Republic to protect Eliana and make sure the peace talks went peacefully. It wasn’t a difficult task. My map could detect hostility and would make ferreting out enemies too easy. Of course, I wouldn’t say I was down there to protect her. Eliana would immediately reject my assistance if she knew. We both agreed on that. However, why wouldn’t a loving father want to check on the developing pregnancy of his woman? She’d be showing clearly by now.

“Ah... just one more thing before I go.”

“What’s that?” He asked.

I dropped a bag of coins into Prince Edward’s hand. “You know the local orphanages. I want to buy them. All of them.”

He poked an eye into the bag and then nodded. “I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse, but I must tell you the orphanages cost a fair much.”

“I don’t mind.”

He smirked. “You’re not an unsuitable match for my sister, I think.”

I shrugged and then glanced over at Cici. “What was the name of your orphanage?”

The maid jumped at being suddenly addressed. “W-west Capital.”

“And the lord who tried to buy you?”

“L-lord Dredomos.”

“Is he an influential or important lord?” I asked the prince.

“Not really. He’s just a baron.”

I nodded. “Put the West Capital Orphanage under new management. Someone trustworthy. As for Baron Dredomos. Strip him of his position, his power, and his wealth. I want him to live on the street by the end of the week.”

Prince Edward’s eyes widened. “It’s not like I won’t do what you asked, but what happened?”

I shook my head. “I’m just clearing out the trash. You can thank me later. I’m sure once you raid his place you’ll find more than enough questionable content to justify it. If you don’t mind, I’ll be heading out.”

“M-master... will you be leaving us?” Cici asked, and Chance suddenly looked ready to jump on me if I left without them.

I reached out and patted Cici’s head, causing her to close her eyes and push her head against my hand. “I guess I’ll need the pair of you to travel with me a while longer.”
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I stepped out of the portal with the two girls at my side. The last time I was in this city, I had died. At that moment, my hand glowed, and a form appeared next to me.

Alysia took a deep breath and smiled. “Home.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been rather quiet lately.”

“Master hasn’t been needing me lately, so I’ve kept myself busy tending to your soul world. You haven’t bothered to fix it since it was destroyed. You remember that place is my home, right?”

“Ah! That’s right!”

When Alysia wasn’t in her sword form, she used to reside in a dark place free of senses. However, once I formed a soul world, she had relocated there. Yet, I had destroyed my soul world when fighting King Roth and the lionesses. The world was a dried-up husk of the beauty it could be. I started allowing some mana to leak into the world. Now that I was providing it with energy, it was slowly coming back to life.

Alysia had built a small shack that was far shabbier than the building I had already created, and a small garden that had nothing alive in it. She wasn’t a farmer or an architect. That was for sure. It was a pretty pitiful sight.

“L-looks good.” I smiled, practicing the art of white lies.

Thankfully, Alysia wasn’t focused on me and was instead looking around her former city. She had never really got to say goodbye to her home when we left before. As turbulent as the city was, she was born here and had grown up here. She was a princess and would have ended up with a life married to some noble had I not shown up. Instead, she ended up becoming a sentient soul weapon, and her entire people and their way of life were resettled near Chalm.

The two younger women kept their cool despite a woman suddenly appearing next to them. I supposed with aunties like Celeste, Astria, and Shao, who could appear from anywhere, the thing that stood out most from Alysia was her height and her wild red hair. I reached out and took her arm, and the pair of us headed toward the castle she had once called her home.

“Alysia, is that you?”

“It’s Alysia! You should have told us you were coming.”

As we approached the former osterian headquarters, I was surprised to see a couple of osterians walking out. I had been told that not all the osterians had up and left the Ost Republic with that first group. Others stayed behind to help settle things in the Ost Republic, and a few trickled in every week. Still, there were some either too old or too involved with the Ost Republic to just up and leave. So, while a significant chunk of osterians were in Chalm now, that didn’t mean they weren’t still people here.

These were women I appeared to remember. They were part of Alysia’s prior party, Titan Fall.

“Faith! Marice! What are you doing here?” Alysia called back, running up to the other girls and giving them hugs.

It seemed like I wasn’t the only one who would have a reunion.
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“Mmmm... are you eating that?” Eliana asked while she had food in both hands.

“No... ahh!” I wasn’t prepared for her lunging across the table and grabbing my plate.

“She’s scary...” Chance whispered.

“Mm... Mm...” Cici nodded.

Eliana overheard the two girls standing nearby and stopped for a moment, her mouth still filled with food. “S-sorry... I’ve just been so hungry since the baby has started showing.”

Eliana had always been a bit of a foodie, even being thrown into fits of ecstasy over a good meal, but since I was alive and her captivity ended, Eliana had taken every opportunity to eat. Although the baby was showing now, it wasn’t the only thing showing. She had plumped significantly; her once slim body replaced with a pudgy girl. Her butt was bigger, as were her breasts. She also had pudgy love handles, and her cheeks were puffier as well.

She wasn’t as fat as I had once been, and her chubbiness sort of made her cute, but I’d be lying if I didn’t worry that it’d keep going in this direction and become a problem. After all, she still had half of her pregnancy left to go. There was a problem, though. How would a man tell the pregnant mother of his child that she was getting a bit fat? I was completely unprepared for such a conversation. That’s something my deadbeat father definitely should have taught me.

After arriving at the osterian keep where I knew Eliana was staying thanks to our bond, Alysia went off with her friends in a nearby room to catch up. Meanwhile, I was escorted to the dining room where Eliana was having her midday meal, which looked like enough food for three people.

“Deek! You came!” She cried out happily with a stuffed mouth before running up and hugging me. “I’m so happy!”

She then started crying. After she wept for a while, she insisted I join her for lunch, even though I wasn’t hungry. At first, I thought she had guests I just hadn’t met yet, but apparently, it was all for her. She had the cook make another portion just for me. Their cook was osterian, so eating that much didn’t seem to phase them. Thus, I had no choice but to wait as she finished off enough food for three. Well, she was eating for two, but that still meant there was an extra person worth of food!

At that moment, her hand knocked an empty goblet off the tablet. “Oops.”

She bent down in her chair to pick it up. Rip! A large tearing sounded as her dress broke. She sat back up, her cheeks turning red.

“Your dress...” I notice the tear running up from her backside to her shoulders.

“This is the third time this has happened this week!” She broke into tears again.

“Third time!” My surprised comment only made her cry harder.

“I’m just under a lot of stress.” She cried. “I have to keep the Ost Republic from falling into civil war or being taken over by some bandit or warlords. That would cause a lot of trouble for Aberis, you know?”

“I know...” I got up and tried to soothe her. “I appreciate everything you’re doing.”

“And then... I get sick every morning and throw up, and then I want to eat and I can’t stop eating. I’m getting fat, aren’t I? I’m fat, admit it.”

I looked at her with a straight face. “You are not fat at all. The dress was just faulty.”

“R-really?” She looked up at me tearfully.”

“Really...”

Monster Tamer has increased to level 56.

I didn’t even want to ask. I was going to ignore that. Suffice it to say, Eliana’s pregnancy was continuing just fine.
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Thankfully, my White Mage job came equipped with Moderate Repair, and a spell later was able to stem those seams back together. Did Eliana real need to keep trying to wear the same dresses she wore thirty pounds ago though? The seams were truly under constant wear, and something was going to give. After her dress was fixed and her food was gone, Eliana had managed to recover from her previous breakdown.

“Are you sure you’re up to doing this peace talk right now?” I talked first.

“I knew it...” She made a face. “Brother sent you down here because he thinks I can’t handle it.”

“N-not at all!” I waved my hands. “I came completely because of my love for Eliana! It’s because your beautiful!”

She wasn’t buying the flattery this time. She snorted and lifted her nose.

“There is no one else to run this thing. Everyone in the country has an invested interest in it except for me. Some have even accused me of trying to take advantage of the situation.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not going to back down. I have to do this because no one else is willing to. Deek, you need to understand that millions will die... huh, okay?” She had jumped into a speech trying to convince me she was right, but I had already accepted it.

I gave a smile. “I believe in you, Eliana. I trust you. I’m not here to talk you out of it. If you feel this is the right action, then I will help in any way I can.”

She blushed, pushing her fingers together. “Even if you flatter me, you’re still here because you feel I need to be protected, right?”

“You have my baby inside you.” I reminded her, causing her red face to grow even darker. “If I didn’t want to protect you, I’d be irresponsible.”

“When did you suddenly start to become so charming?” She asked quietly.

“I’ve been through a lot,” I responded. “And I understand the need for unity. There is... something coming. I haven’t had much time since I’ve been back to focus on it, but I suppose, weirdly, things have been heading that direction anyway.”

“Something?” She blinked. “Not... another demon lord?”

“No, not that...” I shook my head, but then stopped for a second. “Although, they may be related somehow.”

She blinked. “What is it?”

I sat her down and then filled her in on my experiences since I left. The big thing I wanted to get across was the threat of Twilight. Twilight was coming, and the only way we were going to survive is if we put behind our differences and worked together. I wasn’t just talking about the five nations, but Shie Gescar and the Imperial Cloud Meadow too.

Eliana asked questions when she needed clarification, and gasped when she heard something surprising. She took everything in, using the maturity and the sophistication that only a noble raised with the best tutors could possess.

“This is something the church should be informed about. Have you told Archbishop Mary?”

I nodded. “Mary said that she had never heard of any of this. A lot of the church’s lore was destroyed years ago, before the break, and none of her records have anything. She told me to try to the church of the daughter to see if they have information Mary does not.”

“We can try sending emissaries to the Imperial Cloud Meadow, but they will likely be ignored. They have no respect for the five southern nations at all.” Eliana sighed. “As for Shie Gescar, no one has returned from that land as long as I remember. Whether you try to pass through the Impassible Mountains, the uncrossable river, or the abyss, there is just no way in.”

“They don’t want you getting into Shie Gescar...” I shook my head. “Even so, we have to try.”

She reached out and grabbed my hand which I didn’t even know I was tightening. “Don’t worry, we’ll start here.”
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“The peace talks will officially begin in one week, but many have already began to gathering on the safe island of the Tearfall Isles. They built a city on what would normally be considered floor one, as there are no enemies on it.” Eliana explained.

That wasn’t surprising. I had seen so many different kinds of dungeons. Bandit’s Respite had been constructed similarly. The first floor was technically the base of operations and didn’t have any mobs. Well, technically, the bandits were the mobs, but they weren’t necessarily aggressive if they thought you were on their side.

“So, is there a traveling guild that we must use to get there?” I asked.

Eliana immediately shook her head. “No, there isn’t any way to teleport into or out of the dungeon.”

“I heard that people could be resurrected though?”

“Yes, the dungeon doesn’t obscure resurrections, but they can only occur within the dungeon. It’s extremely expensive. The priests there don’t belong to any of the churches officially, and they extort adventurers out of their hard-earned gold.”

Ah, I understood now. There were no floors for the dungeon, and perhaps the miasma wasn’t very thick, so anyone could be resurrected to the city on the first floor. Technically, when someone died, they could be resurrected in a dungeon. The reason that most people acted like death in a dungeon was permanent came in three reasons. The first was that the priest had to be physically in the dungeon to even attempt it.

The second was that every floor the priest was from the soul made it that much more difficult. Miasma and the walls themselves blocked the summoning mana that tried to call the soul to the priest. Furthermore, once the soul left the body, there was no guarantee it’d even remain where the person died. Thus, even if they went to the same point the person died, that soul could have wandered away by the time they got there.

The third reason was that the miasma quickly broke down the soul, so every moment made it harder and harder to resurrect the person. Even if they were resurrected successfully, parts of their lore would have degraded. It’d be like someone who had a traumatic brain injury. They might not be the same person as they were before. Their personalities could change, and they might have large patches of memory loss. Rather than go through such trouble, people mostly just considered any dungeon death to be a permanent death.

“If we can’t teleport there, how do we get there?”

“Naturally, we must go by boat!” She declared.

That’s how we ended up taking a teleportation to an Ost Republic harbor city. It turned out that the girls from Titan Fall were there waiting for us by the time we reached the docks.

“You girls are coming too?” I asked in surprise.

“I hired them as my bodyguards,” Eliana explained as I helped her down from the carriage we had taken to the docks. “See, I can be careful as well.”

“I’m surprised you guys haven’t come... well, you know...” It felt kind of embarrassing to tell the girls they should be following me in Chalm with the rest of the osterians.

“They aren’t like most osterians.” Alysia’s voice explained. “They’re more like me.”

“We’re adventurers.” One of the girls nodded in agreement. “We go where adventure awaits!”

“Marice... that’s lame...”

“Eh! How was that lame? I thought I sounded cool.”

“Definitely lame...” Another girl spoke up.

“You too, Faith?”

I thought her words meant something. As I saw a ship pull into the harbor, I also felt a pull for adventure. I just hoped things remained reasonable. I was traveling with a pregnant woman, after all.
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I had never actually ridden on a ship before. Well, there was that one time, but I didn’t really ride on it, as it was mostly stationary. I also wouldn’t consider that mithril boat that I had finally managed to relocate into my soul world to be the same thing. While I did know how to swim, I was no good with large bodies of water. They were deep and made me extremely nervous. I even suggested that I carry Eliana to Tearfall Isles to avoid this boat trip, but that would have to involve me jumping and flying for a few hours, and I wasn’t sure that would be safe for a pregnant woman.

I could also go on without her and then make a portal, but Eliana put that option down too. She needed to be seen going to the island. It wasn’t just a matter of whatever was quickest. We were ambassadors now, and we had to make an impression. If we arrived in a special manner that no one else did, it would immediately raise suspicion and could even cause the talks to fall apart. Well, I wasn’t a politician, so I just took Eliana’s word for it.

I even considered summoning Elaya for advice, but she wasn’t well-liked among the Ost Republic. Not only was she a dungeon creature dripping with miasma, but she had once fought and killed a lot of demi-humans during the war. The osterians weren’t the only ones who followed Demon King Aberis, and many of them had long memories. It was only a bit over twenty years ago, after all.

Therefore, I could only watch with a sigh as the shore disappeared on the horizon. The dock we had teleported to wasn’t even in the south. Those docks were controlled by the local factions. It turned out the south of Ost Republic was similar to the wilderness with a dash of Dioshin. An assortment of smaller tribes had gathered there, and they were only considered part of the Ost Republic in name. Thus, we had to sail along the coast for half the distance of the Ost Republic before crossing the channel leading to the Tearfall Isles.

There was one other reason that Eliana wanted to do this. She wanted to see the damage along the coast. Just like Aberis, the Ost Republic was also being bombarded by recent piracy, but they didn’t have an army to send to protect it. It was because of such attacks that Aberis didn’t help with Dioshin. It was partially my fault that this country wasn’t able to protect itself. At the very least, I owed it to them to see the damage that was done.

The ship suddenly lurched, leaning to the right. This was a much smaller ship than that other one, and at the time I hadn’t been focusing on the motion of the sea. Did ships always bob and rock like that. Feeling a bit green, I decided I might go below and rest until I gained my sea legs. As I headed into the ship, a small woman emerged from within the hold. As soon as her eyes landed on me and she threw out her finger.

“It’s you, the blasphemer!”

“You’re on this ship too?” I blinked.

Of all people, it was Mary’s sister, the leader of the church of the daughter.
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“Men, arrest him immediately!” She cried out.

“Eh? Why?” I responded as a group of men who appeared to be paladins came filing out and surrounding me.

Was it just me, or did all of the paladins for the church of the daughter seem to be slightly overweight, had greasy hair, and give creepy vibes like you weren’t sure you’d be comfortable touching their hands? Before I experienced stranger danger from the surrounding paladins, Eliana had appeared and called out.

“What is going on here, Anne?” She demanded.

“He started it!” The girl accused.

“What did I do?”

“H-he shows with a bunch of big-breasted women and flaunts them around! It’s well established that Deek Deekson is a boob-lover.”

“I already said it’s because I’m pregnant they got bigger!” Eliana broke into tears, causing the other woman’s anger to slip and for panic to set it.

The woman named Anne held up her hands, desperately trying to soothe the crying woman. “It’s okay! It’s okay! You’re bringing another daughter into this world... you’re doing god’s work. Some women must make this sacrifice so the rest of us may stay small-chested and pure.”

“It could be a son...” I muttered.

“Ah! See... he’s still blaspheming! He wrecked two holy weddings I was proceeding over, and all of the problems in the Ost Republic can be laid at his feet.”

“One of those weddings was my own... Waaaahhhh...” Eliana started crying some more, causing the other woman to panic some more.

“Yes, it’s true, you almost were forced to marry a man you didn’t love, but now you’re with the man you want, isn’t that better?” The smaller woman looked like she was about to break into tears too.

As for me, I was wondering if when I found Raissa if she’d be like this too. Raissa never cried or expressed any discomfort. She would suffer anything while looking up eagerly and wagging her tail. I really which I knew where she had run off to. It still pained me that she was missing, as was our child. I didn’t even have a trace to follow her with, which meant that she was probably in a dungeon.

I had gotten the hang of using the remnant of the slave bond to get a general direction to follow, but it wasn’t strong enough to work if they were in a dungeon, which was seemingly separated from the mana of this world. That was also the same reason I didn’t know exactly where Salicia or Carmine was. At least I was currently on my way to Carmine.

“Master, I have finished making your room.” Cici appeared from the same doorway that Anne and the others emerged from.

“I also checked for bad guys! Master will be safe with me on the prowl!” Chance added.

“Wh-what is this?” Anne frowned.

“This is my bodyguard and my maid. I guess you can call them my party for the moment.” I introduced them casually.

I wasn’t even sure why I was bringing them along. Cici was supposed to be cleaning the capital mansion, and Chance wasn’t a bodyguard at all. I supposed I had just gotten used to having an unintrusive entourage around. I told myself I was seasoning them. We could dive in the dungeon, I could level them a bit, and then when they returned, they’d grow into their positions.

Anne’s eyes widened as she looked at the two little girls. Then, her eyes dropped to their chests. A small smile formed on her lips.

“I see... perhaps there is still hope for your soul yet. Blessed be...”

“I don’t like the look you’re giving me, and I don’t want your blessings!”
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“I have no interest in having sex with them.” I hissed at Anne.

Anne’s eyes grew big. “Was that even a question? You’ve let too much of the church of the Mother sully your mind! We don’t ascribe to such improper fornication! Men... tell him our motto!”

“Yes, Loli, no touch!” The men cried out in unison.

The two little girls looked around in confusion, and I was glad to see that they had no clue what she was talking about. Who would have guessed that the church of the daughter was a puritan church? The church of the mother seemed pretty sex positive. I supposed that sex created more mothers, and pregnant women’s breasts grew, so sexualization was a good thing.

However, for the counter church, women with small breasts were revered, but they were also rather chaste about it. As she said earlier, women were allowed to get pregnant and have babies to make daughters, but it was seen as a sacrifice, rather than a privilege. That said, some of the paladins were leering at the two children I brought along creepily. I decided after that it would be best that I took them to the cabin and we remained separated.

They may have said the words, but I had a concern that they wouldn’t honor them if they got one of the girls alone. Thankfully, they seemed to have no interest in Eliana who was too robust for their tastes and seemed to revere Anne.

Thus, I had filed the girls in our room, and we waited out the journey. That might have ended up being a mistake. The peace talks would begin in a week, and the journey down to Tearfall isles would take three days. That meant that there were three days I needed to survive on this rocking boat. Perhaps, I should have constructed my own. I could go to Earth and buy a proper boat, or even build one hears out of mithril and other oars. I could probably develop some ironclad steamboat or something if I wanted it bad enough.

It wasn’t like it was bad enough that I was getting sick. It was Chance who turned out to be unable to handle the sea. Shortly after she was certain I was safe, she started turning green, and then she ended up with her head out the window vomiting. Hearing her gurgling stomach and the sound of her yacking did not help me by much. I was sure if I had brought the other girls along, they would have kept my mind off the boat so much that I wouldn’t have even noticed.

Eliana didn’t seem to have any trouble at all. Of course, she was sicking up every morning, which only caused Chance to get sick as well, but after her morning routine, she was fine for the rest of the day. I thought about grabbing her and having fun with her to keep my mind off the rocking with another form of rocking.

However, she shut it down by saying that it might hurt the baby. I was pretty sure that wasn’t true, but I didn’t push it anyway. I was only a little serious. With the two little girls, we’d need to do something like slip into my soul world, and Alysia had only revealed very recently that when I was having sex in my soul world, my real body had an erection and a perverted look on my face the entire time. I didn’t want to subject them to that.

Besides, with Anne on board, she was looking for a reason to condemn me, and I didn’t want to add fornication to her list of sins. As a result, the first day passed by very slowly. I barely even managed to get any sleep that night. However, the morning of the second day finally brought something to take my mind off the bleak ride.

“Pirates!” A voice shouted from the deck.

Now, this could get interesting.
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After a rather uncomfortable day on the ship, I was eager for a distraction, and if that distraction just happened to be the pirates, that was also a problem that needed addressing. Perhaps I would get lucky and be able to take care of the pirate situation on the coast in one go. If I could capture the leader of this pirate ship, then we could find out who is behind the attacks.

Given my Soulsmith job, I was confident that I would be able to force the information out of anyone I captured. Unless the person or people behind it were flawless, there had to be some hints hidden in their lore that would tell us more. I could then pass that information on to the Tibults and perhaps they could resolve the issue before we even got back from the peace talks. I liked when things were convenient, so I made my decision immediately.

I looked out into the distance, pulling some binoculars from my soul world to look at a ship that was sailing toward us. It had black sails. The flag at the top appeared to be an image of a cat. Well, it’s not like I would have known any pirate signs anyway. I looked over to the man who was piloting the ship, a local Ost Republic captain of no particular notable repute.

“Do you recognize the flag?” I asked curiously.

He shook his head. “The Ost Republic was very good about keeping back piracy up until the osterians left. There aren’t any known pirate captains along these parts. I heard that Aberis and the Imperial Cloud Meadow have problems. They seem to be exporting their problems down south. He spat to his side as he said that, only blushing when he saw the princess coming out.

It appeared he had confused me for an osterian. After all, I was rather tall, and I was friendly with the other osterians on board from Titan Fall. However, he knew the princess came from Aberis and didn’t want to insult her, so he quickly made himself scarce. Just behind Eliana, the unpleasant face of the church leader Anne appeared.

“Are we going to flee?” She demanded out loud, expecting someone to just answer her.

“No. We’re not.” I responded in a voice clear enough that it informed the entire crew. “We’re going to capture it.”

I had just wanted to capture the leader, but couldn’t I just drop the boat in my Soul World? I seemed to remember from Lydia’s survey that there were some rivers in the Wilderness, and they would not just go all the way south into Dioshin, but reach the ocean. If I could set up my dock, we could start a ship trade. The pirate boat was small and light, aimed at being able to escape, so it probably would work in a river. That also meant that it could probably catch up to us.

Anne sniffed, crossing her arms. “It’s not like I was suggesting we run away. My soldiers can take on the threat, and if anyone dies, I’ll just resurrect them.”

“We will die for you!”

“I want to be resurrected by Anne...”

“Watch me as I protect you, my sweet!”

It seemed like her entourage was perfectly happy to fall in battle. If the church of the daughter had one thing going for it, the Paladin’s gave off energy as if they would gladly die for their lol... I mean for the church head.
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“Are you sure it’s a good idea to encounter them directly, princess?” The captain asked nervously as they drew closer.

“I left specifically from a distant port because I was hoping to encounter the pirates,” Eliana explained.

“You admit it’s a more distant port!” I cried out.

She blushed. “Yes, I guided us to the northernmost port city of the Ost Republic. I wasted to survey the entire coastline, and what’s an extra day of travel?”

Remembering the last day, an extra day of travel was the worst! However, I understood the need so I remained quiet.

The captain turned white. “I’m a transport captain. This ship isn’t built for battle. I’d prefer to never meet a pirate.”

Eliana gently touched his arm and gave a disarming smile. “I’m sorry to put you in this situation, captain. However, don’t worry so much. It may not look it, but this is a heavily guarded ship. Titan Fall is an S-class adventuring team, and the paladins under Prelate Anne are all skilled fighters as well.”

He let out a breath of relief, even shooting the woman an appreciative look. I noticed that she deliberately left me out of that equation. Perhaps, she didn’t want me to feel pressured to get involved, or maybe she was just making a point about the fact that I came there to protect her as if to imply that I wasn’t needed.

Either way, they were right. S-class wasn’t as strong as a person got, but it was strong enough to handle most threats. The only ways to exceed the limitations of an S-class were to either form a god soul or become a dungeon master, and if you didn’t form a god soul before becoming a dungeon master, there was just as much a chance that the dungeon would take control of you as the other way around. There was a reason Demon Lord Aberis wasn’t able to pull on his various dungeons. Like me when I created my dungeon originally, he was never the master of them. Creating a dungeon and being the master of a dungeon were two very different things.

Boom! Just as I was getting comfortable waiting on their approach, there was a sudden loud noise, and immediately to the right of the ship, there was a giant splash of water. This seemed to alarm several of the people on board, and I immediately pulled my binoculars to get a close look at the ship again. It was only now that it was much closer than I was able to see what I didn’t notice before.

“This ship has cannons!” I cried out.

“What’s a cannon?” Eliana asked.

“It’s...”

Boom! There was another burst, and another ball came flying out. Since I was paying closer attention, I was able to see its movement as it narrowly missed the hall by an inch and then splashed into the water on the other side.

“Whatever it is, we need to stop it!” Anne declared. “If I knew we’d be versing something long-range, I would have brought some mages.”

I didn’t expect to run into cannons because this was a world with magic. Prelate Anne was capable of using protective shield magic, so Eliana hadn’t been worried about that. However, unlike me, she couldn’t block physical attacks. It looked like I’d be useful too.
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There was once a time when White Mages were common. During the war against the Fae, the White Mage had become the bane of their existence. The Fae couldn’t be resurrected, and so they were slowly wiped out while the invaders seemed to be able to reincarnate. It had to feel a bit like a zombie invasion, or so I imagined. To turn the tides, Fae managed to somehow wipe out the White Mage lore, making it increasingly difficult for new White mages to be created. Had I not chosen it as my job before coming to this world, that lore might have been lost forever.

Without the ability to resurrect, there was a standstill between the Fae and the humans. The standstill was brought to an end when humans began to depend on faith. With Faith, they could create priests, and priests were able to lean resurrection at a far lower level than what was required for a white mage. The result was that the fae was eventually thrown from the land, where they ended up on another continent on the other side of the planet.

White Mages and Priests have as many similarities as they have differences. Priests had mastery over the soul. They could heal just about anything, but healing was a relatively slow process for them, sometimes taking days to repair the significant damage. One could see their healing like increasing regen up extremely high and then promoting proper healing. They could also protect against ghosts and other spirits.

White Mage was more of a combat class. Other than being super-effective against the undead, they also had defensive spells that could create shields and block physical damage. They also could cause almost instantaneous healing, which usually came at the expense of the soul. That last part I hadn’t known about until fairly recently. Priest healing was slower, but it healed the body and soul, while White Mage healed the body extremely quickly, but damage to the soul would accumulate over time and potentially cause issues. Why did we never experience issues? That was because we were all also drinking the waters of life, which continually healed and renewed our souls.

As for where I learned all of this information, it was seemingly absorbed from King Roth’s dungeon. He didn’t have a ton of information, but there were enough fragments of lore that I was able to take what I already knew and piece together what sounded about right based on my own experiences. There was still a lot of information to digest. Most of it was about the inner workings of Dioshin. If the animalkin knew how much I knew about their country and its secrets, they’d likely be sweating right about now.

What all of that meant was that while Priests could block magic attacks and ghosts, they were unable to block physical damage, so the enemy pirates were using a woman Eliana didn’t even know existed. Other than Bernice’s gun, I also hadn’t known that black powder had been discovered in this world. Did this technology come from the Imperial Cloud Meadow? I had heard they considered our country undeveloped savages, but if it was because they were already in the Industrial age while were stuck in the middle ages, I’d understand.

The ship fired again, but this time I used the skill shield and erected a barrier. The ball struck the barrier and fell back to the ground. Now, it was my turn to attack.
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I wasn’t just a White Mage, but I was also an Intermediate Magician too. I hadn’t used a lot of my magic lately. I preferred to focus on Swordsman and other skills focused on fighting and soul manipulation. However, just a general use of mana had slowly brought the level up to eighteen. I couldn’t pull off powerful directed attacks like Elaya, or area of effect spells like Astria, but I could use enough magic to catch anyone but a master off guard.

At least in Aberis, the last grandmaster in Aberis I had ever faced had died at the hands of Salicia, who had been under the control of a woman named Calypso. I didn’t know about the Ost Republic but considering osterians weren’t known for their powerful mage users, I didn’t think they had anyone of that level.

I raised my hand and summoned several strikes of lightning down. I still wanted to capture the ship. My wind magic wasn’t so slick that I could make effective wind blades that lasted such a lengthy distance, and I didn’t have so much control of water that I could stop the boat. I figured fire would cause it to catch fire, so lightning was the best option I had with both the distance and damage. Several bold shot out from my fingertips and flew at the ship. I was expecting it to hit the canons, possibly taking them out of commission, which was why I was surprised when my lightning hit a barrier.

“They have a spellcaster!” One of the girls cried out.

As if to affirm that, several spells came out way. I wasn’t able to erect a barrier in time, but the spells were still blocked just the same. I looked over to see a smug-looking Anne. I supposed I deserved that for looking down at her lack of a physical defense earlier. The pirate ship continued to grow closer, all while shooting spells and canons at us. Between the two of us, all of it was deflected, but we were only losing ground until they reached us.

“Let them come! I’ll tear them apart!” A younger voice cried out.

I turned to see Chance waiting there, looking ready to fight even though she didn’t have a weapon.

“What are you doing here?” I glared. “You should be down below with Cici!”

“I’m not down below, Master.” A voice came from behind me.

I spun to see Cici out as well, clutching a broom nervously and shaking, clearly terrified to be on the deck where powerful attacks were being exchanged.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, blocking another volley of fire.

“M-mistress Faeyna since a maid must put her life on the line for her Master!” She responded.

“Faeyna is a high-level hero,” I responded. “You need to both be down below where it is safe.”

“I absolutely won’t!” Cici responded defiantly. “It’s my job to protect my lord! Therefore, I’ll fight the pirates myself!”

I felt like crying. I thought little girls would be easier to handle, but they seemed to listen to my orders even less than the adults!
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“Fine... stay up here.” I growled, glancing over to the paladins. “I’m leaving these girls under your care. If you let one hair-“

“We will protect these little girls with our lives!” The paladins cried out, tears in their eyes as if they were excited about the opportunity.

“Anne, you too!”

“Wh-what? Me? I don’t want children! Wait, what are you doing?”

I didn’t answer her, instead of going over to the edge and looking over the water. I measured the distance between our ship and theirs. If I didn’t want the fight to end up on the girl’s doorstep, then I was going to have to bring the fight to the enemy. I just wished that the ships weren’t moving with the distance changing with each second.

“Faith, look, he’s about to do something cool.”

“Eh? Deek’s doing something?”

“I want to do something...”

I ignored Titan Fall too. I wouldn’t be able to bring anyone with me in this jump. With everything moving like this, I wasn’t even certain I could get myself over. Plus, I was going to do one more thing. After all, I didn’t want to be struck by magic on the way over. I brought out my hand, sending out several hot waves of fire into the water.

I kept shooting, each shot causing a splash and then a rise of steam. The water vapor started to build up until a massive screen of it came out from the side of the ship and in front of the other ship. With the water vapor in the air, their visibility had been blocked, and so the firing had ceased.

“Ohhh... Look, Faith, he’s making it so they can’t see!”

“Stop poking me, I see it!”

I took several steps back, trying to gauge distance. I also didn’t want to shatter the wooden deck when I pushed off so that only made it trickier. I waited for the right moment, and then with a cry I ran and leaped off the ship. Planting a step with magic, I pushed off of it, the force causing me to fly out. I couldn’t use all of my strength because they were far too close, and that made it even more difficult. As I flew, I did my best to use the wind to make sure I wasn’t off-course.

As I became more certain of where I was going to land, I pulled out Alysia. She instantly appeared in my hand.

“Ah! It’s Alysia!”

“She is a sword!”

“I want to be a sword...”

“S-sorry, Master, my friends can be a little...” Alysia sounded a bit embarrassed as her friends watched them leap to the enemy ship.

“It’s fine, we’re going for the canon first!”

As soon as I landed on the deck of the enemy ship, I headed for the canons. At this point, the vapor was passing the ship by, and while half the ship was covered in mist, some of it had started to clear. As I did a swipe with the sword, causing the front-facing cannons to fall to pieces, someone had finally noticed me and let out a cry of alert.

It was time to capture the ship on my own.
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A group of five pirates attacked at once. I had feared that they would be difficult, so I was a bit surprised when a single swipe had caused all of them to collapse to the ground. They weren’t dead. Alysia had done a soul strike. That wasn’t to say she killed their soul. Instead, she did an attack that shocked their soul and caused them to fall unconscious. Alysia was learning more and more tricks the longer she was a sword.

“These guys are pretty simple,” I said in a slightly surprised voice.

Given how boldly they attacked us, and also how much trouble they had given us with blocking my spells and sending out their own, I had been expecting a far more powerful enemy.

“Master, I’ve been meaning to ask this, but are you not aware of how powerful you are at this point? I know that we’ve been encountering powerful enemies of late, but few people are as strong as a demon lord, the soul of a planet, or even a hero and dungeon master at the height of his power.” Alysia explained.

I coughed lightly. “Ah, it’s not that I’m unaware. It’s just that I thought pirates would be stronger for some reason.”

When you played a game, monsters were supposed to get progressively stronger. I had found myself versing increasingly more powerful enemies. Yet these guys were probably at the same level as the bandits my group had defeated back when we were making out the first trip to the capital.

“Don’t get too comfortable. Just because the majority of the crew is weak doesn’t mean that the captain isn’t more powerful.”

As Alysia was saying this, several more pirates attacked, and they were dispatched as easily as the first batch. As I was fighting them, I was also starting to notice something that was off about them.

“Alysia...are they all-”

“Women... yes Master.”

“Is that common?”

“Not particularly. There are female pirates as much as there are female bandits. I’ve not heard of any all-female crews though.”

I nodded. It was strange to keep encountering women only. Some of them even looked genuinely offended to see a man on board. Even though I was overpowering them with ease, none of the women hesitated to attack me. They seemed to move with an almost fanatical devotion.

“How dare you sully this ship with your presence!” One woman cried as she lunged at me with a dagger, even though she had seen me just knock out three other women, who could have been dead for all she knew.

I decided to capture the woman. With the flick of my wrist, I sent her dagger flying and I pulled her into my grasp.

“Where is your captain?” I asked.

“You dare lay your hands upon me?” She shrieked. “You filthy man! Let go of me!”

I was about to ask her again when I felt a surge of power. I managed to just dodge aside before a wave of magic attack. I instantly could tell that it was darkness magic. I had to grab the woman and jump to the side or both of us might have been struck. She continued to struggle, apparently unconcerned that she almost died until I had Alysia knock her unconscious. I then stood up, looking to the source of the attack. A woman was standing there that I recognized immediately.

“Well, well, we meet again.” Calypso raised an eyebrow.
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Of all the people I had thought I might run into; Calypso was probably low on the list. Then again, wasn’t Calypso’s tower near a harbor city? As someone who regularly ran with bandits, and had even been the bandit queen who had nearly united the west, was it so hard to believe that she’d be responsible for the pirates and the recent attacks on the east.

“Oh, my... you’ve grown since we’ve last met.” She quirked an eyebrow.

The last time we had met was immediately before I joined back together. After that, my appearance had changed a bit. She had taken off while I was busy fighting the demon lord. Even though she had a desire for vengeance, she hadn’t done particularly much to help. She had given up the malacrum dagger, but I had come to find that soul weapons weren’t nearly as much the sure-kill method I had thought they would be. Demon Lord Aberis had been able to shake them off completely.

Well, it wasn’t like having a god soul made you immune to malacrum or silvthril. These were still weapons that could damage the soul, possibly to the point where you couldn’t be resurrected. However, they wouldn’t act like a poison that would kill someone with just a nick like they were for most beings of the opposite alignment.

“I should have known it was you,” I responded, raising my sword menacingly.

“Who’s this woman? She looks familiar.” Alysia asked.

“Remember Calypso’s Tower?” I asked, gesturing to her. “This is Calypso. She’s an old sorceress who has managed to extend her life long past the point she should have died, much like King Roth hoped to do.”

“Old!” She made a face. “Tsk... you were cuter as Deedee.”

“What are you doing here, Calypso? I destroyed Demon Lord Aberis. You have no reason to be here.”

Since Calypso had made her appearance and the steam cloak I had created had dissipated completes so that everyone could see, the remaining pirates were waiting at the side, ready to pounce at Calypso’s order. I was prepared to get to Calypso before she tried to slip away again. Twice, she had escaped from me. I wasn’t going to let her get away a third time. Since she was leading this pirate attack against the eastern shores of Aberis and the Ost Republic and increasing tensions, I was doubly determined to capture her.

“Yes, I’m aware you succeeded in destroying him, both halves even. When I saw him attempting to make himself a god’s soul, I became worried that he might have split his soul in two. If you recall, I had believed he was in the south and was caught unaware when he showed up in the north too.

“I defeated that one too,” I responded.

She gave a nonchalant shrug as if it was no consequence. “I also heard you killed the King of Osteria. He was also Demon Lord Aberis? Are we certain there isn’t a third version of him? People like Aberis are very hard to kill.”

“Even if there was a surviving part of him in some dungeon somewhere, it doesn’t have anything to do with ransacking the shores.” I declared. “Surrender now, or I will make you surrender.”

She gave a melodic laugh and then held up her hands, various wristbands and bracelets jingling as they fell down the length of her arms. “Very well, I surrender.”
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I watched Calypso suspiciously since she claimed she surrendered while making no move.

“What are you playing at?”

“Playing?” She blinked. “The last time we fought, I was barely able to escape. That was with the power of a dungeon. I currently lack a dungeon to pull power from. Furthermore, you’ve grown much more powerful, even defeating the demon lord who plagued my dreams. I don’t have a blue mage like Siti or a world-ending distraction. I have no means of escaping, so I surrender.”

Her words sounded as logical and well-thought-out as always. When I shot a look to the pirate women, likely all lesbians and her harem of lovers, if I guessed correctly, ready to race at me with their weapons drawn, Calypso shook her head, and every one of them dropped their weapon and got on their knees. Even then, I kept them all under my eye and had the women tie each other up. I waved my ship over, bringing the reinforcements.

“Oh, my, so Deek does know how I like it.” Calypso purred teasingly as I made two of her servants hold her down while a third tied her.

I checked the restraints, and they had done the job as ordered. By the time everyone was restrained, the other ship had come around and moved alongside this one. Titan Fall and the paladins all leaped on board and then started to take all of them into custody. I could have built another prison in my soul world like I had done with King Roth’s harem, but with only Alysia to watch them, I felt it was too much risk to my soul. I definitely wouldn’t allow Calypso in there, and since she could control other people, I couldn’t let anyone she controlled in there either.

I didn’t know if these women were under her control or not. I had checked their souls when I was checking their restraints, and they showed no signs I could tell of being in a mind-controlled state like she had done with Siti. She was charismatic and beautiful, so I supposed it wasn’t that hard to believe that she could amass a group of young women and lead them astray.

The paladins slowly brought bound pirate after bound pirate into our hold which they had turned into a temporary cell. I quickly noticed that they were only grabbing the flat-chested women though, leaving the more robust ones for Titan Fall to handle.

“Cici... Chance?”

“Yes.”

“Master?”

I breathed out in relief when I saw them near Anne. That’s when I realized how much I had been worrying about them. I didn’t understand why. I supposed I had brought them on this journey on a whim, so they were my responsibility in a way. At least, they made it through the battle unmolested, and by that, I was talking about the paladins. I only let them be because I trusted Anne to protect them.

“This woman is filled with darkness, she should be eliminated!” Anne suddenly snapped as Calypso was being brought on board by one of the Titan Fall girls.

Calypso looked Anne up and down and then sneered. “I’m not into children.”

“Y-you! Guards, kill her immediately!”
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“You won’t touch her!”

As the nearby paladins reached for their swords, and the clueless osterian stood there holding a bound Calypso, I reached out without thinking, ripped her from the girl’s arms, and then pulled her against me, while brandishing Alysia defensively. Reacting to my words, Cici and Chance jumped in front of me, which in turn caused the paladins who were ready to charge on Anne’s order to hesitate. They would happily cut me down, but with those two in the way, they could no longer decide.

“You may still have a chance for your soul, but this woman’s soul is shrouded in darkness.” Anne declared. “She should be destroyed immediately.”

I had almost forgotten that the church had a strong reaction against miasmic creatures. Destroying dungeons was considered their top priority, although that priority was filled with hypocrisy. First off, their entire order formed because they were invaders that came from a dungeon, and they exploited their ability to resurrect to push back the original inhabitants. Secondly, they constantly made exceptions, such as Dirage Labyrinth, the Mirror Labyrinth, and even this King’s Selection dungeon in the castle.

I was pretty certain that Calypso wasn’t a miasmic creature though. She wasn’t a god soul either. Instead, she was someone who once had a mana soul, but had spent so much time using miasmic magic and living in dungeons that her soul had become completely dark. In most people, this would have caused a person to lose their free will and become little more than a monster controlled by a dungeon, but Calypso had managed to remain sane. That last part was a bit questionable.

“What is the meaning of this?” Eliana had heard the commotion and came out on the upper deck.

“This woman should be destroyed!” Anne declared to Eliana, sounding at least slightly like a petulant child tattling to a parent.

“She was the bandit queen who had gathered the bandits on the west and gave Aberis so much trouble,” I explained. “I find it likely she’s also the pirate who has been causing trouble on the east.”

“All the more reason to end her!”

“We need her for information,” I responded. “If she dies, it’ll just mean someone else is in charge. She can give us their locations, their numbers, and their goals. She’s too valuable alive.”

“Oh, Deek, I didn’t know you cared,” Calypso smirked, looking up at me with pursed lips.

Eliana frowned while looking at Calypso, who after I had grabbed her, had pressed her body against me, seeming to have no issue acting extremely comfortable snuggly against my chest.

“Deek is right. If she has information, then we need to get it from her.” Eliana announced.

“But...” Anne lifted a finger angrily.

“No buts,” Eliana responded in a voice filled with authority.

I admitted that even I was surprised by her ability to take charge. Could it be that Eliana was a pretty decent princess? At least I was smart enough to know if I ever voiced such words, it would only bring me pain.

“Don’t worry, I’ll personally watch over Calypso.” I declared.

Anne looked between Eliana and me, and after a moment gave a sniff, which was as much acceptance as she would give. At least the paladins were happy putting their weapons away.

“Deek, my love, perhaps I could get used to this.” Calypso lifted a long-lacquered fingernail and then stroked it down my chest.

“Aren’t you supposed to have your hands tied?” I frowned.

“Oops.” She put her hand back down, and when she lifted them again, the restraints were still in place.

Oh... this was going to go just fine...
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“Are you just going to glower at me until we get to the Tearfall Isles? I’d prefer a guard who beats and molests me. At least then, things would be interesting.” Calypso stated where she sat tied to a chair.

“I never said we were going to Tearfall,” I responded, glowering at her further.

“Oh, you didn’t?” She quirked an eyebrow.

We were in one of the rooms down in the hold. Other than two chairs, I had all of the other furniture removed from it and the door locked up. That essentially made it a cell. The other girls were tied up and under watch as well, but I wanted Calypso apart from them. I also took Calypso’s ship and it was in my Soul World.

A lot of those on board were alarmed when I touched the ship and made it disappear like that. It used a lot of magic to move it into my inventory. A normal person, even if they had a soul world, might struggle to do that. I had tons to spare though. My soul world was connected to my dungeon, and my dungeon was connected to the god spring. In other words, I could access a limitless supply of waters of life. I found that out when I went to make a lake in my soul world to put the ship. I felt strange dropping it on land like it might tip over and break. As a result, I had a water of life lake much like the miasma lake in my boss room, and sitting in it was the stolen ship.

Calypso reached up and scratched her nose, and then put her hands back behind her. I had checked them several times, and I knew if I looked, they’d still be bound. She was using magic to do it. These weren’t magical shackles though. I had a few magical restraints I could use if I needed to, but I’d rather pull them out when I had to. The less Calypso knew, the better. Unfortunately, she already seemed to know far too much.

I knew Calypso was someone who absolutely couldn’t be trusted. The second I turned my head; she would likely escape again. Then again, sitting there staring at her and making sure she didn’t do anything suspicious wasn’t doing me any favors either. It felt very exhausting. However, I didn’t trust the paladins to keep watch on her. Her breasts were too large for their tastes, so they’d likely ignore her. Any magic I tried to use to restrain her I was sure she’d also find a way to wiggle out of, much like those restraints.

“If you’re so bored, why don’t you tell me how you ended up becoming a pirate captain,” I asked.

“It’s not a very intriguing story.” She responded. “I went east, hearing hints that a part of my son’s soul managed to survive. I then continued east. Before I was a bandit king, I was a ship captain.”

“You mean a pirate?”

“I dabbled in many things. That’s how I met the bandit hero, I’ll have you know. He was looking for a ride north, and I obliged.”

“And took everything he had, leading to the death of his entire village.”

She jerked; a bit surprised. “You know?”

“I’ve seen parts of your lore, in Lord Aberis’s dungeon, and the dungeon formed by the Bandit Hero’s death.”

She leaned closer, suddenly becoming more interested. “Oh? Well, that’s interesting.”

“Lore becomes exaggerated and half-remembered. An osterian becomes a giant, and a man becomes a monster. Dungeons make interesting stories, but it’s hard to tell the truth.”

“Well, Deek, do you want to hear my story? Do you want to know the truth?”
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“Would you tell me the truth, even if I asked?”

“That’s an interesting question. What exactly is truth anyway?” She pondered, tilting her head.

“Truth is what happened,” I responded.

She let out a little laugh like I had made a joke. “You can only know what is happening when it happens, and even then, your only observing it through your tinted goggles.”

“I’m aware of things like biases,” I responded flatly.

“Yes, I’m sure you are, but if every observation is tainted, then how could you even come to a truth?”

“Consensus.”

“Isn’t that just mob rule then? What if it is split half and half? Is the country with the most strength, right? After all, don’t both sides of any war think they are in the right? Most people don’t see themselves as the villain, but others might.”

“You see yourself as a villain!” I accused.

“Haha... maybe I have had to do some dark things, but then again, haven’t you as well? I’m sure there is someone out there that sees you as a villain. Admitting I’m a villain only makes me more honest.”

She got me thinking about it for a second. Was there anyone I had ever wronged who had done nothing wrong to me? I didn’t think so. The likes of Aberis and King Roth had gone after me. I had done everything I could to protect and preserve life. Even in most dungeons I usually tried to save the dungeon master. I had made mistakes, but I didn’t have any enemies that I was aware of. I realized at that moment her entire talk had been aimed at distracting me.

I shook my head and my glare returned. “Don’t try to turn this around and excuse your actions and avoid the subject. You attacked this very ship. You’re a pirate, and you’ve been attacking the coastlines of Aberis and the Ost Republic. At first, I might have thought you were trying to instigate the war between the two countries hoping to gain an opportunity to kill Aberis, but he is dead, and it sounds like you never even knew who he was in the first place. Why is your pirate fleet attacking the coast?”

“Deek...” She shook her head and sighed. “Why do you think it was me?”

I blinked, not expecting her to lie so blatantly. “You attacked us! You came on a ship and started firing.”

“Yes, we were very low on supplies, and it wasn’t like I had the money to pay for it.”

I frowned slightly. That was one thing that had been bothering me. Their hold was empty. If they had been out ransacking ships and villages, then shouldn’t she have had tons of stuff. At the very least, they would have had food, but they were out, leading to her words being very possible.

“That doesn’t explain the other attacks,” I replied.

She gave a little smile. “Now, whoever said I was responsible for any of the other attacks.”

“Then who else would be responsible?”

“I wonder...” She responded flippantly.

“Calypso...”

“If I had to guess, it’d be the ones who had attacked me.”
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“Can she be trusted?” Eliana asked.

“Of course not,” I responded.

I had taken a break from speaking to Calypso and was now on the deck of the ship. Alysia was now in the hold watching her, giving my mind some time to rest. Talking to that woman gave me a headache. Every word that came out of her mouth felt like an attempt to manipulate me. I had told Eliana everything the other woman had told me, which admittedly wasn’t much, but still enough that it caused me to worry.

According to Calypso, she had attempted to gather the pirates and was planning on organizing them, but then a large and organized attack send the pirates running in every direction. Ever since Calypso claimed she had been on the run from these opponents, and that was why they were in desperate need of supplies and decided to attack the wrong ship.

“Was she able to tell you anything about these enemies?”

“She said that their ships were very large. They didn’t have canons, but they used magic heavily.” I explained, my mouth twisting. “She also said she didn’t get a good look at them. According to her, right before they attacked, a fog moved and provided them cover as they launched their attacks.”

“That sounds difficult to believe,” Eliana responded.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve thought about bringing Celeste over. She can tell if someone is lying. However, I have a feeling that even if Calypso was lying, she’d be able to hide it.”

Ultimately, Eliana questioned her as well. Calypso was a bit more flirtatious with her until she left the room red-faced. She also flirted with Alysia, but she managed to keep her cool longer. Like that, Alysia and I kept exchanging shifts as we kept watch of her. I kept Anne away from her, considering she wanted to exercise the other woman. Instead, she interrogated the other pirates, and they seemed to collaborate on her story.

“We’ll just have to take her with us to the Tearfall Isles.” Eliana declared. “We’ll leave it to them to decide if she’s guilty or not.”

“You’re wasting time,” Anne responded unhappily. “You might as well let me get rid of her. They’ll just rule to have her killed anyway. Even if she’s not the pirate king, she’s still a pirate captain, and if even half the things you’ve said about her are true, then she deserves death.”

This didn’t settle very well with me. I wanted her to pay for her crimes, and considering her predominate crime was attacking the Ost Republic, then a gathering of the leaders there would be a perfect time for her to fast justice. However, something about her words regarding villains had gotten to me. Did she have some story in her past that explained all of the things she had done? Would it matter if I knew that story?

At least, it was enough to keep my mind off of the rocking of the boat, and two days later we finally arrived at Tearfall Isles.
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I waited out on the deck as we grew closer and closer to a particularly large island. I could see a string of smaller islands wrapping off into the distance, numbering seven in all just as I had been told. From the look of it, they were rather tropical. There was a stretch of sandy beach, waves, and even tropical trees. Compared to the day at the beach I had taken with the girls on the coast of Aberis near Kingsport, this was a far nicer place. No wonder it was popular despite being a dungeon.

Now that I thought about it, the more south we went, the hotter and more humid the weather had become. I didn’t know the exact dimensions of the planet, but perhaps we were just North of the equator? As I pondered irrelevant questions, I was soon joined by Cici and an ill-looking Chance. Under the guise of scratching her behind the ear, something I had found that she liked in particular, I used some spells to help alleviate her nausea temporarily.

I didn’t know if it was an animalkin thing, but I found that they each liked to be touched in a very specific way. When it came to Lydia, she didn’t like her ears being touched. I mean, I touched them anyway, but it seemed to be a weak spot that made her squirm. She preferred to be scratched right above her tail. Such a touch got her purring. Of course, the claws came out shortly after that, but with White Mage, I usually could manage.

Meanwhile, when it came to Miki, she didn’t like her tail being touched. I wondered if it had something to do with the spirit tails. Either way, she liked it when I traced a finger along the edge of her ears. She became very affectionate and even nipped me a few times. Then there was Raissa, who seemed to live for head pats. Even the word head pat could cause her tail to start wagging.

“Mmm...” I heard a low whining noise.

I turned to see Cici watching me scratch Chance behind the ears. Chance had her eyes closed and a small smile on her face as she pushed her head against my hand. Cici had a frown and looked like she needed attention too. After living with a harem of women, I could tell when one girl was feeling left out. It was even more obvious when it came to children. I adjusted my position so I was in between the two girls and then I began to pat Cici’s head while scratching Chance’s ear. Soon, her eyes were closed and she was smiling happily too. Maybe this was a girl thing that had nothing to do with animalkin at all?

“Mmm...” I heard another whining noise behind me.

I looked back to see Anne standing there with nearly an identical look to Cici’s from early.

“Go scratch yourself!” I snapped at her, and put my back to her.

“Tsk! I can’t rebuke you for honoring the daughter properly, but isn’t the best daughter before you? It’s like eating ground beef when a steak is right in front of you!”

I decided it was better for my sanity to ignore her.
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“It’s coming soon.” Eliana warned as we started to approach the dock.

“What?” I asked, but no sooner did I ask than I felt a familiar feeling, but it was the text that told me what happened clearly.

You have entered the dungeon, Champion’s Gauntlet. Destroy the lore to break the curse, or complete the lore for extra dungeon points and a blessing!

“What was that?” Chance asked.

“My chest skipped a beat,” Cici added.

I knew they said that the islands were a dungeon, but I had never met a dungeon that didn’t have some kind of distinct entrance. In my mind, I had imagined us sailing through some kind of ravine and entering into some watery crater surrounded by impassible mountains, although the maps I had seen didn’t represent such a scene. Instead, the distant landscape blended with the appearance inside seamlessly. There was no block or portal-like entry.

When it came to Karr’s dungeon and even Mina’s Dungeon, they had expelled out miasma that affected the external terrain and started to make it look a bit like inside the dungeon, but that terrain still wasn’t technically the dungeon until you went through the entrance. I had never encountered a dungeon before that was just part of the landscape like this. As we passed the unseen barrier, other than a slight shift in the mana as we entered a miasmic region, nothing else could be detected. Had I not had the text warning, I’d never even guessed we were in a dungeon.

As we sailed around the island, we came upon a massive cove, and in that cove was a modest-sized city complete with docks. Many boats seemed to be sailing in and out of the city. Some were heading to the mainland. These were usually larger. Others were heading straight to the other islands, likely for adventurers looking to train in this so-called champion’s gauntlet. The naming of the dungeons never seemed to have any steadfast rule. Some were named after the person or persons that instigated it, while others were named after their function or their story.

“I wonder why it’s called the Tearfall Isles instead of the Champion’s Gauntlet.”

“Oh? You know the name of the dungeon?” One of Alysia’s friends overheard me and spoke up. “Most people don’t know the true name unless they take part in the gauntlet. They all just call it Tearfall instead. The name Tearfall comes from the shape of the islands. If you look at a map, they resemble teardrops falling from the Ost Republic. They were named before the formation of the dungeon.”

It turned out that every question didn’t necessarily need to have a complex answer about the lore that stemmed back hundreds of years. Hearing such a simple explanation was relaxing in a way. That’s when I heard the last part of her statement.

“The islands came before the dungeon?” I asked in surprise.

“Is it so surprising?” Eliana asked. “After everything you’ve seen?”

I supposed it wasn’t. In most cases, dungeons were like cancer, carving themselves out of the land in their little separate bubble of miasma. However, soul dungeons could exist bound to an object and took up no space. Why should I be surprised now by a dungeon that was indistinguishable from the world around it?
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The boat had to wait a bit before a place to dock became open. It wasn’t that the docks were small, but there was so much traffic coming in and out of it. Since my mana was able to reach the shore, I was half tempted to just create a portal and leave for the city yet, but that would go against Eliana’s policy of needing to be seen entering. Officially, portals couldn’t be used within dungeons, so if I started using them it might cause some alarm.

Then again, the miasma here was so light, that I was sure even a normal blue mage could open a portal, even if he couldn’t necessarily open one to the mainland like I could. Now that I had visited the Tearfall Isles, nothing short of a massive rearrangement of the mana and miasma in the surrounding area would prevent me from being able to return whenever I wanted. Most rules that people seemed to know to be truth seemed to be simple mana math anyway.

You could project mana from your body. The more things that were in the way of the mana, the more obstructed the draw distance would be. Depending on the spell, the distance varied substantially. A portal, which required cutting through space, used a lot of mana. Slave Communication, which was more like a phone call, was much easier. Dungeons, as the miasmic obstructions that they were, disrupted this flow of mana. For someone with weak mana and low levels, these obstructions were absolute.

No barrier was more absolute than the separation between a dungeon and the world outside it, which were completely separated environments. To the typical commoner and even soldiers, breaking through these barriers could not be done. This was why portals and resurrections were considered impossible from dungeons.

When I had unlocked the blessings, they boosted those powers by using the lore and mana reserves from a dungeon. Without realizing it, the strength of my portal had been boosted, as did the strength of my slave bonds.

Although the system had explained them as being absolute, I had come to learn there was nothing absolute in this world. I had learned that when I had dimensionally traveled and ended up on the wrong side of the planet. I didn’t have the necessary mana to create a portal home and had to depend on extreme measures to make the trip. Although I was only half of myself back then, I had killed and consumed quite a bit of people. I was very angry back then, and perhaps a bit desperate to see those that I cared about again.

This dungeon was another one of these anomalies. The miasma was paper-thin, so resurrections could be performed by those who were a lower level. The dungeon miasma didn’t block the soul summoning that was necessary with any resurrection. I imagined portals would also be easier to do. I knew my Map skill could reach the entire island. This is why I knew that Carmine was currently not on the main safe island.

“Where are you... you better be safe.” I muttered to myself as the ship jerked to a stop.

“We’ve arrived.” The captain announced. “Welcome to the Tearfall Isles.”
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As we got off the dock, I had the distinct feeling we were being watched by many eyes. I saw a couple people looking our way before whispering in their ears and sending someone running, or writing a message, or casting some other communication spell. I found myself much more comfortable being in a dungeon. I mean, I was in a dungeon, but I usually didn’t feel this exposed.

“It’s okay, Deek. This is just politics.” Eliana seemed to see me stiffening slightly.

I forced myself to relax slightly.

“Then again, if an assassin was after Eliana’s life, then it would be all too easy to access her on these docks.” One of the girls from Titan Fall suddenly spoke up.

All of my relaxation became tense feelings once again.

“Faith, you’re not helping!” Her friends chided her.

“Ahhh... this Tearfall Isles. What a familiar place?” I looked back to see Alysia dragging Calypso from the hold underground.

Despite having been chained to a chair for two days, she didn’t look that much worse than right before going in. She wore an easy smile like she wasn’t a prisoner at all, but someone who owned the place.

“Titan Fall, can you watch Calypso from here?” I asked.

Since Calypso was now in this dungeon, she wouldn’t be able to use some portal to get away quickly. I had already marked Calypso. I had several jobs now that had means of marking a specific person on the map. As long as she was on this island, I would know exactly where she was and could be next to her in moments. Saying that she was about as covered as I could manage. Besides, Alysia trusted Titan Fall, so I had to lean on them as well.

“Deek? You’re leaving?” Eliana was a bit surprised. “What for?”

I gave an innocent laugh, relying on mimic to obscure any weaknesses in my façade. “I just have a few errands I need to run. It’s nothing important.”

Eliana frowned. “I thought you were going to protect me?”

I raised an innocent eyebrow. “Didn’t you say that you were perfectly protected on your own and didn’t need me?”

Her face flushed red. “I-I did say that... I am safe! It’s just... the weather is nice... and I thought we could... you know...”

She started to touch her fingers together, a slightly shy expression appearing on her face.

“Oh! Well, we can go out tonight for sure. It won’t take very long. I promise. I just want to pick up a few things I heard were for sale here.” I did my best to lie.

“Eliana of Aberis?” A voice cut in at the perfect time. “I’m a delegate here to lead you to the quarters you’ll be staying at while here.”

A stuffy-looking man wearing more clothing than the hot weather should have permitted approached us. Eliana couldn’t fret about me anymore. She put on her best face and gave a greeting befitting a politician. I didn’t have much of a taste for this kind of thing, so as they walked off, I stayed behind, keeping myself busy with the map.

As Calypso passed by, I made sure once again that I had a mark on her. I used several methods to achieve this, including ones I hoped she wouldn’t be able to throw off by doing something like giving her karma to someone else. Yeah, I had learned a few tricks since the last time I had to interact with her. I was surprised she didn’t appear as a red icon. That meant that she didn’t desire to harm me and my magic didn’t see her as hostile.

“Master is a terrible liar. What are we doing?” Alysia had stayed behind as Titan Fall took Calypso and followed Eliana.

I frowned slightly and then spread out the map. While Calypso didn’t create a red icon, several others did.

“I wasn’t lying. I plan to take care of a few errands... like dealing with some threats prematurely.”
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It wasn’t that complicated, really. The peace talks were a sensitive time, and I didn’t want anything causing them any trouble. That’s why I looked for anyone in the city that had red marks. Just about every city had a few bad apples. Even in the capital of Aberis, I could kind various red dots, although they were small and often hard to pick up in the crowd. This place didn’t quite have that population, and besides, I was very invested in making sure things went safely and smoothly, preferably in a way that didn’t upset Eliana and potentially hurt the baby. I was just starting my fatherly duties early, that was all!

I quickly located about ten red marks. These were people who gave off bad auras. They were either up to dark things or intended to do dark things. See my mana saw them as enemies, then it made sense to take care of them before they could potentially cause trouble. It was likely none of them had anything to do with the peace talks at all, but even a mugger accidentally robbing the wrong dignitary could cause issues, so it was best to just get rid of them.

It wasn’t like I was going to kill them permanently. I was just going to remove them from the equation for a while. We’d cut out their souls and throw them in my dungeon. I could create various spectral guards, created from the undead harem of King Roth. They’d keep the souls locked up properly. I also wouldn’t let the dungeon eat away at them, so they could be safely resurrected at a later date of my choice unless I forgot.

After lining up all of the enemies and targeting their mana signature, I used Phase Shift to quickly disappear through the crowds at the dock and into a side alley. Once I was there, I began to move at an extremely quick rate, leaping up onto a roof and crossing the city at an extremely fast pace. I also used the skill Hide Presence, Silent Feet, and the twenty-five-point skill Avoid Perception. In other words, no one even noticed me leaping from rooftop to rooftop. I sort of felt like a ninja. Well, I was still over six feet tall, so I was a big ninja.

I landed in an alleyway, nearly right on top of the first red mark. I fell right behind the man. He was facing away from me and didn’t even hear when I landed thanks to Silent Feet. He was wearing a large coat and was bent over, whispering to himself as he stared out into the street. He was specifically watching a pair of two women, who happened to be obliviously walking toward the alley. He came off as suspicious.

However, I still felt a bit strange just cutting him down without cause, so I hesitate a bit. The women came closer, and I tensed as I prepared for whatever foul deed he was about to conduct. Just as they walked by, the man leaped out. I looked for a knife or any weapon, but I didn’t see one. At that moment, he ripped open his coat, and there was absolutely nothing on underneath.

“Ahhh!”

“Pervert!”

The two women let out screams as they were suddenly exposed to him. He laughed, jumping up and down as he displayed everything to the horrified women. They turned and ran away. He finally turned back into the alley, laughing merrily.

“I guess I can’t just depend on the map,” I muttered as I went to turn around.

He was just a pervert. He probably had the same job unlocked that I did. In some ways, we were kindred spirits.

At that moment, I felt my arm tug, causing me to spin back around. My sword had suddenly moved in a direction counter to my movements. Alysia could move, even in her sword form, to an extent. When done right, I could add her strength to mine in a powerful blow. In this case, it was like yanking my arm back.

“What is Master saying? We must destroy this enemy!” Alysia cried out.

“Eh? Isn’t he just a pervert?”

“He’s an enemy to all women!” Before I could stop her, the sword swept down and he was cut to pieces. “All Perverts should just die...”

I stood there for a while in a cold sweat. At least she didn’t recall I also had the Pervert job.
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Five of the ten men we ended up neutralizing were flashers. I felt like I was committing genocide against my people. Actually, why were there so many flashers in this tropical paradise? Was it just because the weather was nice enough you could get by in nothing but an overcoat? The other five were pickpockets, thieves, and at least one man who had snatched a woman and was trying to have her way with her. He wasn’t like the others and deserved death. I probably should stop sympathizing with the enemies.

We didn’t run into any dangerous plots, but then again, it was still several days before the peace talks began. If there was some plot, then they could show up at any time. I’d remain vigilant for the appearance of any red in the city. Along with that, there was one more thing that I had to do. This time, I left the city properly. The island wasn’t massive, but it wasn’t that small either. There was a tall volcano-like mountain in the center, and all along it was various routes, hot springs, villages, and training areas.

I avoided all of them, specifically looking for an area of low population. This ended up being a hard-to-reach cove on the opposite side of the island from the city and the dock. Once I was sure there was no one remotely close, I reached into my soul world and pulled out an assortment of items. There was some water of life, some mithril, a bit of orichalcum, a few weapons and swords, and so on.

I looked out into the water and then lowered my head. “Great Dungeon Master of the Champion’s Gauntlet, I know you can hear me. I apologize for giving you a start by entering your dungeon without warning. I have no desire to take over your dungeon or relieve you of your control. I’m only here to visit. I’d like to learn a bit about your story, meet with a friend, and be involved with these peace talks. I will only remain for a few weeks and then I will return home. I hope you can take these gifts as compensation for the inconvenience I’ve given you.”

I finished my words, but I heard no response. There were just the sounds of water hitting the rocky shore and a few distant birds. This was something I had come to realize I had to do whenever I entered a dungeon that I wasn’t planning on invading. Dungeon Masters could detect each other, and the second I entered this dungeon, it would have been like an alarm for him. It’d be considered rude, and may even cause a hostile response if I just started trouncing around like I owned the place.

That’s why I prepared a gift and a short speech. I introduced myself, let them know my intentions, and hopefully, I wouldn’t have any issues like I did when I entered Gram’s Passage. The silence lingered on, and I considered saying more.

However, at that moment, black miasma started to float up from the ground. It immediately started to wrap around the items I had put out. One thing after another, the items started to dissolve, like they were being eaten away and turned to dust before me. Anything left out in a dungeon could eventually be eaten away in this matter, but the miasma was so low here that probably wouldn’t have happened, and certainly not that quickly. I waited until it had all disappeared and then let out a breath of relief. If he had taken the offering, then that was as much of an affirmation as I needed.

“Thank you!” I bowed and left the beach, heading back to the city and Eliana.
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“What do you mean the dwarves don’t want to sit by the osterians? It makes them feel short? They are osterians? Everyone feels short!”

Using my map, I had quickly located the mansion that Eliana and her party were taken to. It would be their so-called embassy for the remainder of the peace talks, although it looked more like a vacation resort. Upon walking in, I found an extremely exasperated and busy Eliana, who was discussing with a group of delegates.

It sounded like a pain in the butt, and I didn’t want to get involved in it. Since I had taken care of all of the red marks in the city, I had freed up my schedule. I quickly found myself with nothing to do, which was actually why I had left Chalm in the first place. It seemed like I could never just find busy work to keep myself occupied. As I was trying to avoid getting pulled into Eliana’s unfortunate situation, I walked around the corner and right into Titan Fall.

“Oh, hey Deek! Can Alysia come out and play? Geh!” One of the girls spoke up, only to be elbowed in the gut by another. “What was that for?”

“Alysia isn’t a child!”

“Yeah, but we have to get permission to hang out, don’t we?”

“Hang out? What’s going on with Calypso?” I asked.

“We were relieved of our duties shortly after getting here. They said the ‘tribunal’ will take care of it.” One of the women sounded angry.

“The tribunal?”

“It’s the government on this island. Just a group of three rich people who use their wealth to control the dungeon and everything that happens on it.”

“Really...”

Not only did this strange dungeon have a thriving community, but they even had a leading government? It did worry me that they took Calypso, but I was still able to track her and she appeared to be on the island, so maybe I was thinking too much?

“So...” The girls all looked at me expectantly.

“Oh! Um... Alysia can always go if she wants.” I scratched my head awkwardly. “Um, do you want to go?”

That last question was aimed at Alysia, who hadn’t mentioned anything, and it was possible she wasn’t paying attention. There was a flash, and a moment later Alysia appeared right next to me.

“I guess I can whip you, girls, into shape.” Alysia declared.

“Eh?”

“Whip us into shape? What does that mean?”

“It’s been a long time since we’ve trained together.” Alysia frowned. “I thought you wanted to do some training.”

“Training!” One of the girls sputtered. “W-we were talking about going out drinking or something.”

“Nonsense! You have to train diligently every day. Since I’ve been gone, I bet you guys haven’t done a single training session.”

“Geh!”

“You are here to protect the princess of Aberis and forge a new government for the Ost Republic moving forward. You represent the pride of the Titan Fall here, so you can’t afford to play around. Don’t worry, I’ll whip you all back into shape!”

“Oh, that’s right, I forgot Alysia was a complete taskmistress who has no fun.”

“That’s right! I missed her so much I forgot how much she made us work!”

“Let’s get going! It’s been months and I only have a week, so we’ll have to work extra hard.” Alysia declared.

“Isn’t that just death?”

“I regret everything! Save us Deek!”

I scratched my chin, looking away from the begging girls. “Do your best.”

Perhaps having nothing to do wasn’t so bad after all.
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“Since we’re going, Deek should come as well!” One of the girls made a last-ditch effort, just as I was about to getaway.

“Huh? Why?” Alysia asked.

“B-because... Deek... he... um... needs to show us how it’s done! After all, didn’t he best you? Besides, can’t you give us better pointers by remaining on the side and watching from an objective point of view.”

“Yes, we definitely need Deek!” One of the other girls jumped in.

“It wouldn’t be a bad thing...” Alysia responded, tapping her lip and looking in my direction.

It seemed like if they were going down, they were taking me with them. Although I had attempted the path of least resistance, I still somehow ended up joining the Titan Fall girls. We ended up going to the town’s Adventuring Guild.

It was odd that an Adventuring Guild was located inside a dungeon, but it made a lot of sense too. It seemed to be the primary place for people to go to make plans to head through the champion’s trials. Anyone who registered with the guild could pay a fee so if they didn’t come back in so many days, they would be resurrected. It was extremely safe and allowed people to test their might without risking their lives. Even fighting in Dirage’s Great Dungeon was a risky business where someone could die.

Even in the most controlled circumstances, there could be a monster surge, or a boss might somehow end up on the wrong level. Although dungeons did tend to have certain rules, those rules only seemed to exist to be broken at the most inopportune times.

The reason that I was interested in the Adventuring guild was that I was hoping Carmine I had registered with it. I would have gone in that direction anyway, so I was fine following the girls. We had docked in the early morning, and it was only about mid-day now, so there was still a lot of time.

This particular adventuring guild was much larger than the one from Chalm. I probably shouldn’t use Chalm as a measure for other places, but it did get me thinking that perhaps we should build a new hall for them as a way to attract more adventurers to my town. Not only did I have my dungeon, which would benefit from the patronage of adventurers, but there was also the entire wilderness. I’m sure there would be a need for many requests shortly.

As for this one, the main room was two stories, with an upper floor filled with tables. It seemed to be a place for entertainment and relaxation as much as taking on missions from the mission board. Alcohol was served there, which wasn’t unusual for an adventuring guild. The really interesting thing though was the training rooms, various rooms people could rent out to train. The lists appeared to include strength training, endurance, and an arena.

It was the arena that the Titan Fall was looking to rent. The girls seemed to enter the place with some familiarity, and without asking I was pretty sure that this wasn’t the first time Alysia had dragged them to this island for training. However, I still couldn’t help but ask.

“Did you ever try to complete the Champion’s Gauntlet?” I asked Alysia.

“Eighteen times!” One of the girls cried out as she rented a training room.

“Faith!” Alysia cried out, an embarrassed look on her face.

It was as I thought. Alysia was just as big of a battle junkie as her mother Xin.
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We entered a small arena. It actually seemed rather familiar to me.

“Is this-” I frowned, looking around the room.

“Yes, I believe that the arena inside the Sword Illusory Realm was based on these rooms,” Alysia explained.

The place looked exactly like the rooms where Alysia and I had to battle clones of her which we had to kill over and over again while experiencing the pain of said death. It was a brutal place, but it was also the place where Alysia and I started to grow close. It had only been a few months, but it felt like we had been together forever. I couldn’t even imagine fighting without her, and in the moments that I couldn’t use her, like when I was sent into Twilight’s territory, it felt like I had a hand tied behind my back.

Then again, repetition shouldn’t be that surprising. Dungeons were based on real stories, and those stories used real locations. If the actual location still existed, why wouldn’t a dungeon replicate it? It was far easier to borrow a concept that already existed rather than create something new, and when it came to dungeons, all they did was borrow old lore. Their entire existence was to eat away the lore of the world, co-opting it in an attempt to complete their unfinished story.

Of course, that meant that this guild, or at least this arena, was extremely old, and had been around during the same time as that sword hero had been traveling with his corrupted sword. Perhaps he had come to this very island to battle in the Champion’s Gauntlet. I do recall something in that lore about him trying to get stronger, and what better place would someone go to challenge themselves than such a place. I wished I had known about the place before, although it wasn’t particularly accessible from the Aberis. You had to sail through Ost Republic waters to reach it, and until very recently, the two countries were not peaceful.

As I was marveling over dungeons for the umpteenth time, I looked through the racks of wooden weapons on the side. None of them were great swords like Alysia, so I settled on the largest sword I could find, which was a massive osterian broadsword. It still felt very light in my grip. That got me thinking that maybe training like this wasn’t such a bad idea. I had been separated from Alysia once before. I couldn’t always depend on the extra boost of strength that she gave me. I should train to fight without her in hand. There might even be an instance where it’d be preferable she remained in her osterian form to battle an enemy, rather than remain as a sword.

As I picked out my weapon, the girls were also picking out their weapons. They didn’t all use the sword. One girl appeared to use a spear like Lydia now used, and another appeared to be more of a bare-knuckle brawler. The third girl seemed to use a chain with a spiked ball on it. At least, she was whipping it around. Wait a second, none of them were picking out wood weapons!

“Alright... all of you against Deek.” Alysia declared. “Ready?”

“Ready!”

“I’ll take him out.”

“Let’s do it!”

“Huh?” I blinked.

“Attack!” Alysia dropped her hand.
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“Ah, where did he go?”

“He’s over there, get him!”

With just a wooden sword, I was dodging the girls wielding real weapons the best I could. I managed to narrowly escape their first attack by using a phase shift, yet I didn’t have any time to deescalate as they were already leaping at me again.

“He’s fast!”

I dodged their onslaught of weapons once again, using the wood blade to block one of the strikes, and taking the tip right off in the process.

“Master, if you keep playing around, you might get hurt. You shouldn’t take them so casually.” Alysia stated out loud.

How was I taking them casually? I was trying to avoid fighting altogether. Worse, the girls heard Alysia state that and took it as a personal insult. They suddenly redoubled their efforts to attack me, determined to show me that I shouldn’t make light of them. I used a blinding light from White Mage before creating a duplicate with mimic. Using a Quick attack, I just managed to strike one of their hands, causing her to drop her weapon.

“He hit me!” One of the girls whined!

“You shouldn’t hit ladies!”

“Let’s show him!”

They grew angry when I tried to avoid attacking them and now, they were angry when I inadvertently attacked them? Why did I feel like there was no winning in this battle? I couldn’t afford to lose either! I could see the sharpness of those blades. There was no way I was going to allow any of them to hit me.

The girl I disarmed managed to pull another weapon from her storage ring, and all three women surged at me again. The fight continued like this for some time. I did my best to avoid hit after hit, while the girls desperately tried to take me out. I only hit them when I had to, but there were a few close calls. I even ended up hit twice, and I had to heal or risk being weakened. As I was dodging for my life, Alysia was giving them hints.

“Aim for his left side! He’s right-handed so he often overcompensates on his right. You should have used a skill right there, he wouldn’t have been able to block it. Work together, you’re not going to be able to defeat him if you keep fighting by yourselves.

I wanted to shout at her for selling me out, but it was all I could do just keep avoiding them. Of course, I couldn’t keep that up forever. As I started to feel weaker and realized I wouldn’t be able to keep it up forever, I decided my best option would be to end it all quickly. With a roar, I burned some of the mana from my dungeon skills, causing them to glow. This was enough to frighten the girls, stopping their attacks and putting them into a defensive stance.

I launched a series of attacks. Each time I attacked out, the blade shattered a bit more, but I only responded by fighting even more furiously. I struck each girl in turn with a flurry of attacks. When it was finally done, only a few seconds had passed, but the sword had been reduced to just the handle, and the splinters were still raining to the ground. Each of the girls from Titan Fall collapsed to the ground while I gasped for breath.

“Deek... you didn’t have to take the battle so seriously...” Alysia suddenly declared.

“What?”

“Deek’s a bully, one of the girls on the floor cried.”

“Definitely a bully!” Her friend responded.

“I... you...”

I was being given accusatory looks by all of the women, even though they weren’t that hurt or they wouldn’t be shooting me looks after just being knocked down.

“Deek has to buy the first round!” One finally declared.

“And the second!”

Alysia looked away, avoiding my gaze. “It is only fair...”

Was that their game from the beginning? It seemed like I had walked right into it.
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“Deek has gotten very strong. He definitely wasn’t that strong the last time we versed him on the beach.” One of the girls was saying while taking a drink

We had retreated from the training room to the main tavern, where I had ended up buying them all drinks so they stopped calling me a bully. I felt like I had been taken for a ride here, but I only had myself to blame. Had I acted more assertive from the beginning, I wouldn’t have let them push me into that situation in the first place. As for the girls, they were all fine. They didn’t even need a light heal in the end, which showed just how much they had been hurt.

“To think he was once that newling we met in Mirror’s labyrinth.” Another spoke up.

“I wasn’t that weak in Mirror’s labyrinth either, I just didn’t want to have to explain things,” I responded.

“Still, you’ve gotten a lot stronger. Alysia too.”

“I didn’t even fight!” Alysia cried out.

“Ah... but how do I explain it?” One of the girls tapped her lips. “You just give off a feeling that you’re stronger than you once were. It’s how you hold yourself.”

“You guys could have used practice weapons...” I muttered.

“Deek, if we had used practice weapons, we wouldn’t have even had a chance. In the end, you were still able to overpower all three of us. We’re not even on the same level anymore.”

“That’s why all of you need to keep practicing!” Alysia tried to admonish them.

The three girls each looked at each other and then shook their heads. “It’s not that we’ve given up. However, we can’t even hope to keep up with you anymore.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” The girls all glanced my way.

“Me?” I blinked.

“I bet the other girls around you are a lot stronger too, aren’t they?” One of them said.

“Deek makes you stronger, Alysia. It’s nothing to be ashamed about. From the moment he took you away from the wedding, we knew that we’d never be getting you back.”

The girl next to her continued. “For those women by Deek’s side, they grow strong quickly. The bonds between you make you stronger, and make you grow. We’d never be able to keep up with that.”

“Girls...” Alysia looked at each of her former teammates, tears forming in her eyes.

“Don’t be sad, Alysia...” One of the girls reached out and touched her cheek. “We still love you. We always knew you were never fit for being an osterian princess. You always seemed out of place, even when we were fighting in dungeons. However, by Deek’s side, it seems like you’re where you’re supposed to be.”

“R-really now...” Alysia took a drink from her mug to hide her expression.

I finally started to understand what this was all about. I had whisked her away without really speaking to her friends. Titan Fall had been together for years, and I had seemingly taken away their leader without consulting them. I had only focused on Alysia and her feelings and hadn’t considered the feelings of those around her. Admittedly, there hadn’t been much time to talk back then, but it was clear the girls still had lingering feelings regarding my sudden kidnapping of Alysia.

The girls were just letting Alysia know that it was okay in their own words. Titan Fall was still together, and Alysia was still the woman they respected most. It was a worry so deep that even Alysia probably didn’t realize she had it. Of course, I knew that she held many worries deep inside her. After all, our souls were closely linked. However, I hadn’t known how to resolve them. Yet, even though these girls hadn’t been around Alysia in months, they knew and as her friends, they made sure to show her that they were doing alright too.

“Thank you...” I lowered my head with a respectful nod.

“What are you smiling about?”

“Perhaps we should do another round?”

“I’ll stab him this time.”

I stiffened a bit. I guess it was better if I just kept my mouth shut for this one.
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I didn’t really like being drunk, so I kept my immunity to alcohol active as everyone else drank. I also got to watch as my coin slowly dwindled. Since they couldn’t punish me physically, it seemed like my penance for taking Alysia away would be my wallet. It was fine. It was nice to see them unwinding, especially Alysia. There were so few times where she could really relax and just be herself, so I ordered round after round and let them go wild.

“Whwre us Dwek?”

“I’n goimg ro wressle hiim.”

“Yoy shouls weestle him nakwd.”

Of course, as they got drunk, I also made sure to hide in a corner of the room and remain out of sight. I tried to ignore their words while remaining low. They attacked me with weapons when they were sober. I couldn’t imagine what they’d want to do while drunk. Thankfully, the guild was extremely busy in the evening. People either setting out or returning from the champion’s gauntlet were regaling tails of what they experienced or planned to experience. It was quite a noisy place.

The four drunk women in armor had the notice of everyone, but no man was brave enough to approach him. A few were probably wondering who was the Deek person that they kept talking about. It was sometimes hard to tell if I was a lover or a mortal enemy, the way they kept talking about me. That’s why I remained silent and used my hide skill. Meanwhile, I kept drinking to the point where I would have passed out if my dungeon point poison immunity wasn’t selected.

I was never the type who liked to be the center of attention, so it felt rather nice to be in a noisy bar and just watch the others. The sky was just starting to darken as the sunset when the door suddenly burst open. A group walked in who appeared to be frantic. The boisterous environment quickly turned serious, as the men were covered in various wounds. Even drunk, these were adventurers, and they knew when they needed to get serious.

The wounded men were carrying others who appeared to be unconscious and in much worse states. They were all covered in dirt and mud, and it was clear that they had just been through a violent attack.

“Someone, get a priest here immediately!” One of the receptionists called out.

“Don’t they look a bit familiar? I recognize them from somewhere.” One of the osterian girls spoke up, her voice coming out less slurred than a moment before.

“It’s Demon’s Head. They’re a rank S adventuring team!” Someone cried out.

I had also thought I recognized them from somewhere, and when they mentioned it, I realized that this was one of the dungeon divers I had met in the mirror’s labyrinth. However, back then, they had only been ranked A. I seemed to recall they were fighting to reach rank S. It looked like they had finally made it.

“You guys didn’t try to take on a boss by yourselves, did you? You’re supposed to make an announcement when you attempt a boss run.”

“It’s not a boss...” The leader grunted as he put the wounded down. “We were attacked by another group!”
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As much as I wanted to remain in hiding, I couldn’t reasonable stand back while there were wounded people there. I appeared next to the girls, kneeling to the closest unconscious man with my White Mage already equipped as a job. I immediately began healing. A priest’s healing could still do some good, but when it came to fixing the body, I was the best.

“Ah, Deek, there you went!” Alysia cried out.

As the drunk Titan girls acknowledged me, I concentrated on healing each of the men in turn.

“I recognize you from somewhere.” The leader scratched his chin as he looked at me.

“It’d Deek. You met him in Mirror’s Labyrinth once.” Alysia explained.

“Oh, Titan Fall? You’re here as well? Wait? Deek? Do you mean that F-ranked party? Wasn’t that guy just a little runt?”

“He’s come a long way,” Alysia responded defensively.

“Wait for a second... I seem to recall you having a crush on him. Is that what happened? Did he and you... is that what happens when a guy sleeps with an osterian?”

“Shut up!”

“Don’t be an idiot!”

The other girls immediately jumped down the leader of Demon’s Head who’s logic went in a strange direction. It had been a while since I had met anyone who didn’t know about my physical transformation, although I guess it could still be surprising for some. The last time I had seen them had been what felt like forever ago. To think that it was the first time that I had met Alysia. Too much had happened since then, that the time before and after my physical change felt worlds apart.

“You were saying that some other party attacked you?” I asked, trying to bring the conversation back on track even while I continued to heal everyone in the party.

As I was healing the party, I began to realize that it wasn’t just Demon’s Head. It looked like they had rescued another group, where most of the most damaged were. After making sure the most wounded got healed, I focused a group heals on everyone. At that point, the Demon’s Head members started to finally lose some of the tension in their eyes.

“Yes, we heard this party shouting for help, and we went to investigate. We saw these men cut up and tied up. They were gagged, hanging from ropes, and tied to trees. We didn’t realize until it was too late that it was a trap. We were besieged on all sides by a mysterious force. We did everything we could just to free their party and escape. Thankfully, one of my men had a one-use return item. We broke it and returned here. I hope these guys we rescued won’t mind if we charge them for it!”

It sounded like the Demon’s Head were as harsh as ever. They might have saved the other party, but they wouldn’t do it without their reward.

“Did you see who the ones attacking were?” Alysia asked.

After a second of thought, the man shook his head. “They used a lot of magic and kept their distance. Plus, there was a lot of fog out and so it was difficult to see into the forest.”

I frowned as he said that. It sounded somewhat familiar to pirate attacks that Calypso had been talking about. I decided to refresh the one from the captured party who seemed the less beaten up and then used awaken. I wanted to get to the bottom of this.
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“What party do you come from?” I asked as I woke the boy up and helped him sit up.

I snapped some fingers and was a bit surprised when one of the girls responded and brought me a drink. I helped the man take a drink, and once his breathing steadied, I asked him again.

“My party... we’re called Gold Ring, um... C rank.”

“C rank? Hmph... you shouldn’t have been on the forth island then.” Demon’s Head scoffed, crossing his arms.

“F-forth island?” The man’s eyes widened. “We are on second island, I swear! We were just trying it out to see if we were ready when we were suddenly... well, there was this fog. The next thing I know, I’m tied up.”

“The island’s ranking closely matches the rankings of adventurers,” Alysia spoke to me through our soul connection, as she often did when she thought I didn’t know something. “The first island is for C rank, then B, A, S, SS, and SSS. There isn’t an island for D through F.”

“Nonsense! We found you on the S-ranked island.” The Demon’s Head leader declared.

“So, you also didn’t see the enemy?” I cut in.

The man opened his mouth and then closed it again. “No, I didn’t get a good look at them.”

We had two parties attacked, and neither of them was able to get a look at the assailant. They might also have some attachment to the pirates that have been affecting the coast. I had thought that once we left the coastline, we wouldn’t be dealing with them anymore. That was part of the reason I hadn’t hesitated to drag Calypso along. I reckoned the farther I got her away from the pirates, the better off things would be. Then again, if she was telling the truth, then how was this all connected?

“Are you going to pay me for that Return item we used? That was fifty gold.” Demon’s Head’s leader pushed forward.

“Fifty gold! We don’t make that much in a year!”

“Then you’re just going to have to increase ranks and take more risks, aren’t you?”

“That’s what we were trying to do. Just before we were captured, we decided we weren’t strong enough to keep going.”

“How’s that my problem? You owe me!”

“Hey, why don’t you leave them alone?” One of the Titan Fall girls cut in. “If you were strong enough to save them, you wouldn’t have needed to use a last-ditch item in the first place.

“Why you... I could have just allowed them to die, couldn’t I?”

“If you feel you went above and beyond, why don’t you just log in with the adventuring guild? They’ll offer compensation for rescues...”

“Not fifty gold worth...” The Demon’s Head guide continued to argue, but he was quickly earning the ire of many of the other adventurers and his words were losing strength.

I was mostly ignoring their complaining as I considered the situation. It was suspicious. Alysia was also lost in deep thought.

“Someone captured a C rank team and used them to lure an S rank team?” Alysia frowned. “Why?”

Her voice was heard by everyone, and the conversation seemed to die down a bit. Even though she was my sword most of the time and typically kept going as a passive observer, she still had the force and authority to command a room when she wanted to.

The Demon’s Head leader cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well, the truth is that we wouldn’t have been able to get out the returned item and escape if we hadn’t had a little help.”

I frowned. “A little help?”

“The... um... they call them the Shiny Knight. It’s an adventuring team of one, but they can fight at the level of an S-class party all on their own. They answered the cries the same time we did. They managed to keep the enemy at bay while we escaped.” He spoke in a somewhat embarrassed voice.

A shiny knight... my eyes widened as I realized who they were talking about.

“Carmine.”
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“The shiny knight is a paladin from the church. They don’t say much and keep to themselves. They’re very strong and can take a lot of damage. They’ve saved a lot of adventurers. They have a penchant for showing up just when someone needs them. Ah, but they’re also always begging people for compensation. You’d think an S-class adventurer wouldn’t be so poor.” One of the adventurers started musing.

“I’d imagine... just that fancy suit of armor which they keep spotless must cost an arm and a leg to maintain.”

“A paladin with an expensive taste in armor... there is no doubt.” Alysia spoke up.

“Where on the forth island is she?” I demanded.

My voice came out louder and harsher than I intended, cutting into all the casual talking and bringing all of the eyes onto me.

“The trap was on the western side.” The Demon’s head leader spoke. “But you don’t need to worry too much. If anyone could escape that mess, it’d probably be the shiny knight. At least, none of us would be able to change much.”

“Don’t bet on it.” I stood up and started heading for the door.

The priest had already arrived, and no one was in jeopardy of dying anyway. However, if Carmine was on that island, then I wanted to head there. The sun was starting to set and it was getting dark. As I reached the door, I heard someone yell out.

“That island is filled with S-class enemies, and if these people can make a trap, they are likely even greater than S-class.”

“That’s why I’m going,” I responded.

“Even if you arrive, it will be too late. The ferry doesn’t run after sunset.”

“I have other ways of getting there.” I didn’t argue anymore as I left the room.

“Who does that guy think he is?” One adventurer muttered.

“When did that small-fry get such a big head?” The Demon’s Head leader scoffed.

“It’s been great, but I need to go,” Alysia explained to the Titan Fall girls.

She quickly bid her farewell with them and made sure to get out of their sight before turning into a beam of light and returning to my soul world.

“Master, are you sure we’re not being a little hasty?” Alysia cautioned.

“Do you think I should stay?” I asked.

Alysia remained silent, and I gave a nod. I immediately jumped up onto one of the rooftops and then quickly picked up speed. I quickly left the city, aiming for a large rock outcropping. I needed a safe area to push off from or I’d end up causing damage to the city. Plus, I wanted to get the area I was heading in view. From this main island, there were six other islands in all, forming a teardrop pattern that shrank with each drop. I could only see the island known as first island, or the C-ranked island, from here.

With a shove, I pushed off, flying up into the air. I created a platform and then pushed off of it, heading straight to the first island. I didn’t land on the island for long before pushing off and heading to the second island. As I landed on the third island, I realized that I couldn’t see the forth island at all. That was because the entire island was shrouded in fog. In the distance, I could just seem like a mysteriously low-hanging island.

“You’re going to jump into that?” Alysia asked worriedly.

“Here goes nothing.” I crouched down and then leaped forward, disappearing into the mist.
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As I entered the mist, my visibility was quickly reduced to almost nothing. The fog was extremely thick, and even when I attempted to use some wind magic to clear it, it wasn’t enough to increase my visibility by much. Perhaps Celeste could have dealt with it better, but none of my skills gave me the ability to deal with it. The only reason I even knew I was landing on the island and not the middle of the ocean was that I pulled my map up.

I realized that the fog blocked my mana, but thankfully I had already seen a map and copied the islands to my map. If it just came to my relative position within the islands, I could figure that out. That said, the map wasn’t so thorough that I could identify every tree and bush. As a result, I ended up landing in a group of trees and had a pretty rough landing. I managed to heal myself up pretty quickly though.

At that point, I spread out my mana, trying to cut through the fog. Since it was smaller than the main island, I was hoping to at least get more than my relative position. However, I couldn’t see any dots that indicated life on the map. Sense life didn’t have nearly the distance of mapping, but I still hoped I could see at least some monsters. We were in a dungeon, after all, so there had to be a ton of them.

“This fog is even worse than miasma,” I muttered to myself.

I could feel the mana flowing through this fog. It was working exactly like a very thick amount of miasma. Enough miasma would interfere with any mana. If you sent out a spell, it would quickly lose strength the farther it got. If you tried to use mana sense at a distance, it was like trying to hear through soup. The only difference here was that miasma typically ate light, which gave dungeons their oppressive atmosphere, while this fog was somewhat bright, nearly to the point of being blinding. Also, I had an affinity for miasma, so my mana could reach through it a bit better than a typical person. When it came to this fog though, it must feel like what an adventurer feels like.

That’s why I barely had time to jump as a red dot appeared literally behind me, leaping in my direction. A massive creature that looked like a cross between a bear and a wolf had attempted to ambush me. I pulled Alysium out and then charged the monster before I lost sight of it in the fog. After locking onto it with my mana, even if it left the range of my limited sense life, I’d still be able to follow it.

“You’re still alive?” I was a bit surprised, as I was used to beasts falling after I cut them.

However, even Alysium who could cut through seemingly anything met significant resistance when she struck the creature. It let out a cry, only a little bit of blood dripping from the side.

“This is an S-class level in a dungeon, Master,” Alysia explained. “Its rare master goes against enemies this strong.”

She was right. It had been some time since I had pitted my ability up against the mobs of a dungeon alone. This dungeon wasn’t just old, but it had been designed specifically to put the participants through a gauntlet of increasingly more powerful enemies. I had estimated this once before, and I suspected I was at a level of around SS, although Aberis’s adventuring guild did not have the SS rank. As for the final island, SSS, I only had that ability when I pulled on the strength of my dungeon. Unless I was going to go to war with this dungeon, it wasn’t one I could defeat on my own.
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It only took a few minutes to defeat the S-class monster. It couldn’t heal like me, and so after getting a few dozen wounds, it finally was too slow and I was able to give it a good wake, sending it onto its deal. It dropped a fur hide. It had felt like forever since I had done something so innocent as farm for materials in a dungeon. I casually picked them up and tossed them into my soul world. I didn’t even know if it was useful yet, but if I processed the fur in my dungeon, then I could extract the lore and be able to make it an award for my dungeon. I also learned the species it came from was known as a ursidis canine, although if I wanted to create one of them in my dungeon, I’d need to capture a live one and let my dungeon digest it.

“If Master has any questions, I am familiar with this island. The closest we ever made to the center was the eighth ring. Even Master might come to some difficulty if we have to get that close.”

“Rings?” I blinked and then thought about it for a moment. “So, let me guess, each island consists of twenty distinct enemy species. As you enter closer to the center of the island, you run into more and more of the most difficult species. I’d say I landed in about the second ring, so this was probably one of the easier S-class monsters.”

“Oh? Has Master been here before?” She asked in surprise.

I shook my head. “No, but dungeons usually have a pattern. Each island seems to be the equivalent of about ten levels. I’m betting that every island has a free-roaming mini-boss, and ten rings, right?”

“Ah... that’s like the vertical dungeons!” Alysia realized it immediately.

As varied as dungeons appeared, they did follow a few rules. The five-ten rule, as I had started to call it, basically meant that dungeon levels were divided into groups of five or ten. Every tenth level denoted a boss and an increase in difficulty, while the fifth level was a free-roaming abnormally difficult mob. When it came to typical dungeons, they stacked down with each level being a level deeper underground. Other dungeons spread out horizontal, and their levels were a little less definitive and more like rings of a tree.

It appeared that the Tearfall island took after the horizontal model, except that every ten levels ended with a new island or tier of the island. This also meant that the dungeon was 70 floors in all. It wasn’t large enough to declare itself a great dungeon like Dirage or the Mirror Labyrinth, but it was still a larger dungeon than I had ever handled before. In a perfect world, it would have been around 70 years old, as dungeons typically grew at one level a year. However, I had come to learn that this was optional. Just as some trees grew taller than others, there were more factors at play than purely age.

“We’ll stay around the edge first before making our way to the center,” I responded. “I don’t think whoever set up that trap would want to do so while fighting off mobs.”
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I had hoped that I’d be able to quickly run into Carmine and rescue her from the battle, but an hour had passed since I had reached the island and I was still walking through the misty soup. I had encountered various enemies, but they were merely S-class monsters that decided a single person was worth chomping down. I eventually started using sneak, but that still meant I stumbled upon several enemies since I couldn’t see them until I was nearly on top of them.

I had finished the outer two rings of the western side and started to move to the third ring. That was when I started hearing something big moving through the forest. The soup also seemed to reduce noise as well, but the sound I was hearing was the noise of trees crashing down. I started moving toward the noise, hoping it was indicative of the battle I was searching for. However, that’s when I came into a clearing, and a massive red dot appeared on my map.

Being large didn’t necessarily mean it was a big creature. Sense life did as the name suggested, so the things that appeared the largest and brightest were the things that contained the most life. That meant that this thing was assured a powerful creature, and it was hostile.

“Crap!” I tried to back away, especially since I saw no indication that this would lead me to the fight with Carmine.

While chasing the noises, I had inadvertently passed out of the third ring, and I supposed I was close enough to the fifth ring that I’d encounter the mini-boss. Where was my luck? It was completely absent because a moment later a beast came charging at me full tilt. It was about eight feet tall and covered in hair.

“Rampaging Sasquatch.” I used Monster Identify to quickly figure out what I was dealing with.

I realized as soon as I saw it that this was going to be a troublesome fight. Besides having a ton of vitality, it was also an intelligent creature. It had picked up a stone and thrown it at me. As I dodged to get out of the way, a second stone I hadn’t even seen slammed me in the back, knocking me down and forcing me to roll back to my feet. It reached down and picked up a massive stick holding it like a bat as it closed the distance.

If I was dealing with a dumb enemy, I could take it out with Monster Tamer. If it was a ghost, I could handle it with White Mage. I had a variety of tricks to deal with monsters, but if there was any type I was weakest against, it was a pure battle type. They were strong, fast, and didn’t leave me time to work out a strategy. It had only been seconds since the battle began, and he had already reached me and was swinging the stick which, I now realized was the trunk to a smaller tree.

I just wanted to find Carmine! Why could this stuff never be easy?
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The Rampaging Sasquatch didn’t seem to be the type to gain respect for pervertedness. Plus, the only woman I had with me was Alysia, and she was a bit busy acting as my sword at the moment. My only choice was to go all out and fight the Sasquatch. As long as I could build up some hits on it, I believed that I could eventually bring it down. I would need to depend on my healing to get me through this battle.

The sasquatch threw numerous long and wide swings with the trunk it was holding, and I kept jumping back as it knocked down tree after tree. Thankfully, its violent nature meant that most of the other monsters had already fled the area, so I didn’t need to worry about being jumped.

I used several successive quick attacks, depending on Alysia’s sharpness to cut through the iron-like hide that he had. Every time I struck him, he would howl with rage and become even more violent. My only option was to jump away and flee, and that still left me getting hit a few times. At least the Sasquatch earned its name. I imagined this was what fighting a barbarian with the rage ability felt like. The more I damaged him, the harder it became to get the next strike on him. Soon, I was on pure defense.

The Rampaging Sasquatch let out a roar, leaping up into the air. Realizing my chance, I leaped up as well, not allowing it a chance to do an attack from above. As I met the Rampaging Sasquatch in the air, it seemed surprised to see me. I used Created Step as support and then launched an attack. The Rampaging Sasquatch blocked it, but the attack was intended to harm it, but knock it higher into the air. I pushed off from the step, following the Rampaging Sasquatch.

The sasquatch had intended to use his momentum and the power of gravity to cause more damage, but as soon as he launched himself in the air, he ended up in my domain. I had long perfected the ability to create steps and launch myself off of them, allowing me to all but fly. I did that now, striking the sasquatch with one hit after another. He was useless in the air. Once his momentum was broken, he could no longer put any power into his strikes. As for me, while my sword strikes were also weaker, it was ultimately Alysia’s sharpness that made the difference.

“Blade Slash, Blade Strike, Blade Hit!” There were a lot of sword skills that just happened to be the word blade followed by some variation of the word hit.

A more skilled swordsman might have known exactly what each skill meant and how to use them to their greatest advantage in every situation. That was the power of having a teacher and learning the sword compared to accepting the lore and reasoning it out. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any such training. I was just spamming them to keep the sasquatch in the air and ping-ponging about the forest below.

This flurry of attacks couldn’t last forever though, and I finally allowed the sasquatch to fall back to the floor. He crashed into a nearby clearing, and I landed on the opposite side. As the smoke and dust cleared, the Rampaging Sasquatch was standing on his feet. He let out an ear-splitting roar. Compared to King Roth’s lion’s roar, it lacked much punch, but it was still loud.

“This guy is tough!” Alysia cried out.

I lifted her, ready to launch another attack. At that moment, his body broke away, turning into the miasma. He died standing. Before I could let out a sigh, I noticed something else.

“Huh? The fog has disappeared.”
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While I was fighting the sasquatch, whatever spell was clouding the island was suddenly lifted. In an instant, my map was updated to the current appearance of the island. It wouldn’t differ much from the map I had already copied, but it was at least more detailed. Sense Life was presumably working as well, but there were no enemies within range at the moment. The fight had caused any monsters to scatter.

“Master, if the fog is gone...”

“Then the ambush is over.” I finished, making an irritated noise as I began to move through the island.

I was able to move much faster. With Sense Life, I could quickly determine where enemies were and avoid them. It took another half-hour, but I finally found the clearing that the trap was set in. At the very least, I could see the cut ropes, and there appeared to be some struggle. As for Carmine, she wasn’t present, nor was anyone else.

I didn’t have a hunting job, so it wasn’t like I was one of those people who could construct a scene. However, I had to give it a try. After searching the place thoroughly, I accidentally stumbled over a piece of metal embedded in the ground. When I pulled it out, I found a small piece that had been broken off the front plate of armor. It appeared to be the typical bright and shiny armor that Carmine would have been wearing. To be struck hard enough that a chunk of it broke off, it didn’t speak well. I immediately tried a resurrection, but that didn’t come either. I used the track skill, and that also didn’t work. The fog that dampened mana also prevented a mana trail from being formed.

“They kidnapped her,” I concluded, throwing the broken armor into my soul world.

“The question is... who are they?” Alysia asked.

I didn’t have an answer to that. I started to understand Calypso’s vague story. Whoever they were, they did cover their tracks. Furthermore, they’ve arrived and had some interest in this dungeon.

“We’ll have to find out.” I reorientated myself on the map and then started heading in a certain direction.

“What do you have in mind?”

“There may be one person who knows who is here. I just hope I can get them to talk to me.”

“You don’t mean...”

I nodded. “I just need to give him a wake-up call and hope he’s not too offended.”

My plan wasn’t that complicated. Dungeons were giant recorders. Anything that happened within them was incorporated into the lore. Even with their fog, these mysterious people wouldn’t be able to enter the dungeon without being seen. As long as I could talk to the dungeon master, I was hoping to get them to show me who they were and where they were, just like Matty had done to help me find Miki.

Ideally, I would go to the seventh island and fight my way to the final boss room of the dungeon, but that was an SSS floor and I was already having difficulty dealing with just the S island on my own. Thus, I intended to confront the boss of this floor and to use them to get a hold of the dungeon master. There were a couple of methods that I could think of to get him to expose himself.

It still was risky though. This was the fifth island, which meant that this boss would be the equivalent of a level fifty dungeon boss. In reality, I had never fought a boss this powerful, and I was going to confront them solo.
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When you were in an open concept dungeon, it was far easier to avoid enemies than when you were moving through the closed off corridors of the typical dungeon. Occasionally, you could pick one path over another path to encounter less enemies, but avoiding enemies was unavoidable.

That didn’t mean that an open dungeon couldn’t make it very hard to avoid enemies. In some ways, it was more difficult, because during a difficult battle, you could end up drawing lots of enemies who investigate the noise, and then quickly become overwhelmed. This was ultimately why I felt the S-ranked island was about my limit. On a one on one, maybe I could compete with an SS creature, but if I was overwhelmed by S-ranked creatures, I’d die as quickly as anyone else.

Without Terra’s ability to erect barriers or Celeste’s ability to crowd control, I couldn’t hope to fight even a small group of S-class creatures, and as I went closer and closer to the center of the island, they were in groups more often than not. It took all of my skill and stretching my Sense Life to the max to make sure that I avoided them all. I finally came before a large building with a shrine-like appearance.

I recognized this building as well. It resembled the shrines I had once visited in Twilight’s dungeon. Don’t tell me that the Twilight dungeon borrowed those safe rooms from this dungeon’s boss room. Just what was with this dungeon? The more I saw from I, the more mysterious it seemed to be. Making sure that I hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention, I continued toward the entrance to the shrine. Using a Light spell, I entered into a fairly familiar room.

This was a safe room that proceeded the dungeon. It had the typical transportation array that allowed someone to move throughout the dungeon. The general theme matched the Twilight dungeon rather closely. It felt a bit like a bad video game that was reusing assets to save money. The room wasn’t necessarily identical, but it wasn’t different enough either.

As I looked around, I ran into the mural as well. Even this dungeon that had seemingly been around longer than most contained some kind of story. The image seemed to be showing some kind of great battle. The battle seemed to be between these dark creatures emerging from the dungeons, and a people with light blue skin.

In the past, this mural might have confused me, but I had learned a great deal since then. I knew that the light blue skinned people weren’t just a strange stylistic choice. The light blue was a reflection of their mana, which is what dungeons understood the best. These people were likely the natives of this continent. They were the Fae. As for the dark miasmic creatures rising from the depth of dungeons, I was almost certain that they were humans and the other races that spawned from dungeons. That is to say that this dungeon has some connection between the fae and the great war from long ago.

I didn’t linger on the mural for too long. I wasn’t looking to solve the dungeon. I was going to pass the array up too. In a normal dungeon, transportation arrays were the only trustworthy form of travel. However, I could create a portal into just about any dungeon, and unless the dungeon was dedicating a lot of resources specifically to block my mana, I could move throughout it pretty freely thanks to my blessings. That’s when I remembered the fog which I couldn’t portal through, and decided I might still depend on such an array.

After registering, I found the stairway leading down to the boss room. However, as I took the first step down, the light glow around me touched the stone door. It was closed. That only meant one thing.

“Someone has recently fought and killed this floor’s boss.”
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Dungeons had a variety of strange rules. One such rule was that they had to be passible. A dungeon couldn’t just seal off the entrances or the exits, and make it impossible for someone to continue onward. This rule could sometimes be broken in certain ways. For example, the dungeon could be blocked by water levels, which were as effective as a barrier if you didn’t have the proper magic to pass it.

In some of the reading I had done in my spare time, I had read about levels of dungeons that were clad in fire, or that involved having to fly over a bottomless abyss. Most of them were rumors of rumors, the kind of tails told by drunks in adventuring guilds, but I had a feeling that they were likely true. However, not every dungeon could use every trick. You had to possess lore that knew how to open such exotic floors. As the dungeon grew and swallowed lore, it could figure out new and different ways to make dungeons. Since I was a dungeon master, I could also bring back lore that could make my dungeon more difficult and more unique.

Yet, no matter how interesting a dungeon could be, it still had to allow someone to beat it. The boss door closed when someone went to the boss. The only exception was the dungeon’s final boss, who was usually the dungeon’s master, and usually had the power of the dungeon behind them. As long as someone had entered their safe room, they could return to the boss fight whenever they wanted to, something that might be necessary if the boss was powerful enough and dangerous enough.

By the way, I did ask that if someone ever got into my dungeon and made it to the boss room, did I have to fight them as I did with Roth. I had needed to fight with Roth, but I didn’t want to have to battle to the death of some random person who made it down to the bottom. I was told that the dungeon boss could select an avatar to fight for them. It was something or someone that was bonded to them. Any of my slaves could fight in my place, although the bond between me and the tamed monsters wasn’t sufficient and I’d need to do something called contracting if I wanted them to serve as my dungeon’s boss.

If the boss failed and was defeated, I did have to give up the dungeon core to the victor. At that point, they’d have the ability to smash it or leave it be. If they smashed it, the dungeon would fall, and I’d take a grave wound to my soul. It was hard to say whether I’d live through it. If they left it alone, the avatar would be automatically resurrected, although they’d have some significant damage to their soul. Death in that manner was a serious thing. It’d be the equivalent of someone having a stroke. Sometimes, they might walk out of it unchanged. Other times, the damage would cause their personality and character to change drastically.

It was hard to say exactly how long it took for the resurrection to occur, but once it did, the dungeon reopened and continued. This same rule existed for every boss. Once the monster was dead, it’d be resurrected in a few hours, the door opened, and then the next person could try again.

However, six hours later...

“The door is still shut,” I muttered.

Either the person fighting the boss was still in there, or there was something very suspicious going on.
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As time wore on and day turned to night, the dungeon boss room was still closed, with no signs of opening any time soon. I couldn’t hear any combat through the door, but that wasn’t particularly surprising. Was this a situation like with the king of Aberis, where he had intentionally remained in the dungeon and kept the door locked, or was this some other trick? I couldn’t help but connect it to the mist, and by extension, whoever had kidnapped Carmine.

Had I decided that she was kidnapped? I hadn’t seen anything except some of her energy. Of course, with the mist gone, I had tried to resurrect her and track her to no avail either. I attempted to use the bond to feel her direction, and it was like if you put a magnet next to a compass. The direction led me nowhere. Feeling bored, I reopened the Slave Communication.

“Deek, where are you? I need you back here immediately. It’s an emergency?” I heard Eliana’s voice nearly immediately.

“What’s wrong?”

“Come here quickly.” That was the only response I received.

I took one last look at the closed door to the boss room. I could try it again in the morning, couldn’t I? Making an irritated noise, I left the safe room and then used the map to quickly orientate myself. As soon as I was sure which direction was the right direction, I lowered myself and pushed off. This time, I didn’t bother to protect the ground, so a small crater formed. The dungeon master would just have to forgive me for that. It would likely fix in a little bit anyway.

As I rose over the forest of this island I had scoured across for hours, my eyes landed on the main island. Now that it was dark, it was really easy to see because torches and light stones were illuminating it. It was the only island that gave off light in the otherwise dark place.

“Master, look!” As I created a platform to jump off of, I heard Alysia give me a warning.

My eyes had glanced over it as I rose, but I hadn’t noticed until Alysia pointed it out. There was another island, and it was completely covered in fog.

“That’s the SS island,” I muttered.

“The fog has moved to that island.” Alysia’s voice sounded worried. “What does that mean? Should we go investigate?”

My sudden burst up into the sky hadn’t gone unnoticed. I heard the cries of countless beasts down in the forest. They were letting out screeches of anger or fright. It may be dark, but to these beast’s eyes, I probably could be seen fairly easily. The magic I was using to Create Step probably was like a star beaming overhead for these miasma creatures. If I was on the ground, they’d all be running to me to try to make quick work of me, and if that many beasts attacked me at once, I couldn’t guarantee I’d survive.

“I need to go to the main island first.” I declared.

This was only the S-ranked island too. I could only shiver as I thought about how much more difficult the SS island would be. Either way, Eliana had been calling for me, and so I pushed off into the night.

“Master... you could have just portaled directly to her from the safe room, right?”

“R-right...”

Sometimes, I forgot simple things when I was in a hurry. I landed onto the A class island, and then made a portal directly to Eliana.
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I didn’t know why Eliana was in trouble. Did Calypso escape? Was it an assassination attempt? She had convinced me that she had everything covered, so I thought a day really wouldn’t matter, especially after I cleared out all of the red enemies. With my eyes on the map, I had leaped through the portal ready for anything.

As soon as I jumped through, I was attacked. I hadn’t been ready. The attack came through, and I felt teeth clamp down on my arm. They were sharp teeth too! I stopped as the portal closed behind me, and then lifted my arm. A small form was dangling off of it.

“What is going on here?” I asked, staring down at the catgirl who had a grip on the back of my arm with enough force that she had become an attachment to my arm.

“You left us!” I felt my shin get kicked, and I looked to see Cici standing there in a maid outfit, her hands on her hips and an angry expression on her young face. “You just took off! We didn’t know where you were! You didn’t tell anyone!”

“Aren’t you supposed to be protecting me, not attacking me?” I asked Chance, who was still dangling from my arm.

She shot me a glare, and then bit down even harder before finally letting go, falling back onto the floor with a click. “I’m your bodyguard! We were following Eliana, and when we look back, you’re gone!”

I had done my best to sneak away as soon as they had their heads turned. It wasn’t like I meant anything bad. However, could I have gone to the S-ranked island if I was dragging them around? It would have been impossible. I didn’t regret my decision.

“I can understand why you’re upset,” I spoke to Chance before looking at Cici. “But aren’t you a maid? You’re supposed to keep the house clean when I come home, not follow me everywhere.”

Cici shot me a hurt look. “J-just because my job is to keep the house clean doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t worry about you! You do this to the head mistress all the time too! You just take off and let everyone worry about you while telling them nothing! Isn’t that what happened when you left Chalm?”

“Geh!” Cici was a bit smarter than I gave her credit for. “Ahem... I mean, I did tell them. I have a special communication I can use with the girls, plus they have access to a way to speak to me through the dungeon. Most of them also have Portal, so they can visit me whenever...”

That wasn’t exactly true. They had to know where I was to portal to me. I had never equipped any of them with the broken skill Map, so they weren’t able to hone in on me like I was able to do to them. Even now, I could look at the map and know exactly where each of them was in Chalm. The only time I lost them was when they went into the dungeon, which was kind of funny because it was my dungeon. Unfortunately, I wasn’t close enough to be able to tell more than vague things about the dungeon.

“And did you tell them when you left?” She demanded.

“I... told them...” Eventually, when I knew I was going to be gone for a week or so. “E-either way, what is the emergency?”

I turned to Eliana who had been standing there sheepishly. “I’m hungry.”

“Eh?”

“And pregnant.”

“Oh.”
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“Ahhn! Ahhh... Mmm... the way it slides down my throat so smoothly.”

“Cici... I’m scared.”

“The combination of sweet and salt is perfect. Ahhhh...”

“Master... why is she making so many weird noises,” Cici complained.

“Hah... hah... this is the best... it’s the best. Deek is filling me!”

“Just ignore her.” I sighed.

Eliana had always been a foody, and I recalled a time with Faeyna had cooked for her and had brought her to a height of satisfaction that even I couldn’t bring a girl to. Ahem, since I was the cook here, wasn’t I giving her this satisfaction? As I watched her moan after every bite, I didn’t feel much better about the thought. I was many levels higher as a cook than I had been back then, and even a higher level than Faeyna. There had been a bit of a competition between us, with Faeyna wanting to level up her cook ability, unwilling to accept I was better at cooking than she was.

Although I had never put a great deal of time into my cooking, my time in the dungeons combined with my tendency to cook for myself and the people around me had caused my Cook job to gradually rise despite my efforts. During this very meal, it had reached level thirty, where I had gained a skill known as Detect Dietary Needs. I had never known that such a skill was a thing. It was a bit like Identify Item or Identify Monster. You could use the skill on someone, and instantly know what they were lacking.

It wasn’t like this world had prenatal vitamins, so Eliana could only eat her best. However, I knew what deficiencies she was having, so I ultimately based my meal on that. I had ended up making a lentil soup, an egg quiche with spinach and ham, and some vegetable wraps. It was hardly the most exciting meal ever conceived, but Eliana had naturally taken to it with extreme enthusiasm.

That reminded me that I had bought some prenatal vitamins when I was back on Earth picking up Shao. I had forgotten about them, but I made sure to pull them out and give them to Eliana and explain what to do with them. I had already decided that that some point when I had a few weeks, I would take Eliana to Earth and let her meet with a doctor. I was a White Mage, and in this world of magic I could allegedly heal just about any ailment, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t things to worry about.

In particular, I had no way to make sure the baby was growing properly or to determine what sex the baby was. What if there was some genetic abnormality? I had never encountered anyone in this world where that was a problem, but I felt that part of that might simply be because such tragic cases didn’t live on in this world. I only wanted the best for my child and my child’s mother.

After I finished explaining roughly how to take the vitamins and what they did, Eliana finished her meal, wiping her lips delicately as if the pregnant woman stuffing her mouth a bit earlier was a lie.

“Very well, now that the meal is over, perhaps you should tell me the situation?”

Eliana may have her quirks, but I couldn’t forget that she was also a clever and observant politician.
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“How could you tell?” I asked innocently.

“When you suddenly go away, there is always a situation,” Eliana responded. “Plus, I can see the worry on your face.”

“Th-there iz a pwoblem?” Chance asked.

“Don’t speak with your mouth full.”

After the meal, I had put out a bowl of candies for the girls which I had brought from my world. The two younger girls had quickly shoved them down their throat, and Chance had a mouth full of candies when she spoke. She quickly swallowed it down with a blush.

“S-sorry, my lord.”

After cooking something tasty for the girls, both of them had seemed to settle down quite a bit. I should remember that feeding them had good results when I did something that would anger them. I should bring back candies before I get bit next time. Even Eliana was eying the candy dish with longing, but she seemed to be resisting after her meal. Did she realize she had been gaining a bit of pudge that wasn’t accounted for by the pregnancy? Well, I wasn’t going to mention it either way.

“Alright, it started at the adventuring guild.” Since Eliana could already tell something was up, I didn’t see any reason to hold back from her.

I told her about the trap, Carmine’s disappearance, and the fog that seemed to be impenetrable to mana. I finished by mentioning the boss room was seeming on a continuous lockdown and how the fog had seemingly moved to the next island. When I finished, Eliana was watching me carefully, her entire focus on my words.

“So, even the S-ranked island is having problems...” Eliana gave a small sigh.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s important with the peace talks coming up that I get a good sense of the state of the island,” Eliana explained. “I sent out several people to feel for rumors and information. What I’ve gathered is that this fog has seemingly been moving from island to island. Once it clears, the boss rooms are closed and do not open up. I’ve confirmed that the C, B, and A-ranked dungeons are all locked as well. With the S-rank locked, it seems to me like someone is moving their way up the dungeon.”

Hearing about her information gathering, I recalled that half the reason I had brought Cici and Chance along was that I had thoughts of building my information network. However, I hadn’t used them at all and had instead gone off on my own again. Meanwhile, I had remained clueless to such things. I could have had Chance spend the day in the adventuring guild listening for rumors instead of going myself, and I probably would have known all of this.

I clenched my fist under the table. I still had a long way to go. I knew that I had become a lord, and with talk of the King’s Selection, alliances, and the growing of my territory, I was starting to feel the pressure of needing to become a leader. I knew that I wasn’t someone who was a natural leader. I tended to go off and do things on my own, often without telling anyone. I still had this mentality where didn’t want to be a bother to other people. No matter how strong I got, it was hard to shake off a lifetime of keeping your head low. I needed to do better. I needed to grow and become a person worthy of the title of a lord.

“Someone is doing the gauntlet?” I spoke the obvious conclusion as the silence lingered.

Eliana gave a small nod. “It would seem that way. The real question is who and why.”

Before we could say anything else, a guard opened the door. Eliana looked in their direction.

“My lady...”

“What is it?” Eliana asked in her most diplomatic voice.

“It’s... um... the prisoner. She’s requesting to speak with Lord Deek Deekson.”
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When it came to Calypso, I had very little trust in her. Eliana and I shared a glance. I had no clue why that woman would want to talk to me now.

“I will go speak to her.” I stood up. “Chance, with me. Cici, go prepare my bedchambers for tonight.”

It was already really late, and I knew I wouldn’t be heading out to the SS island today. I still hadn’t even decided if I should go there. Was Carmine on that island? How were they blocking the boss rooms? What was with that fog? Were they related to the attacks? Did Carmine’s trap even have to do with the fog? They could have just been happenstance. There were just too many questions, and some of the answers I wasn’t even sure that I wanted to hear.

However, there was the answer that I was going to receive. Both girls gave nods, and Chance came to my side while Cici took off to complete her chore as a made. Eliana joined me as I created a portal to the building Calypso was in. The guard jumped a bit when the portal suddenly was created, but they followed us through. We appeared in front of a large building. I didn’t know what it was. I just knew that Calypso was inside.

“This is the council building. The peace talks are going to be held here.” Eliana filled me in as I stared up at the building questioningly.

“The prison lockup is located under the council building.” The guard explained. “The entrance is on the side.”

It appeared that the dungeon didn’t connect with the council building, which was probably a good idea. Eliana, Chance, and I followed the guard as they led us to a thick metal door. He had to knock and explain his presence before a heavy lock was undone and we were allowed inside. This brought us into a guard room, where the guard explained our presence. As he was doing so, another man who didn’t appear to be a guard walked up to us, glaring at Eliana.

“Princess, I already sent word that we would handle this issue.” The man responded tightly, giving the guard that escorted us a sharp look. “We have taken custody of this prisoner. She is a pirate who has several bounties on her head. You don’t need to concern yourself.”

“I’m aware, Councilman, and I said that all matters regarding the prisoner are to be reported to me immediately,” Eliana responded. “Deek Deekson is the one she asked to meet.”

“We have our best inquisitor in there with her right now.” The man declared snobbishly. “We have informed her that we will pass along any messages to the relevant parties as long as she confesses all of her transgressions.”

“I’m sure you would,” Eliana spoke dryly.

I could feel the tension between the pair. This man appeared to be one of the rulers of the island, and he didn’t seem to like Eliana very much. The feeling seemed to be on both sides.

“Yes... well, they are busy at the moment. Perhaps you can come back in the morning and...”

As he was speaking, I used my mana to reach out. The door was just barred, so I could see the other side and down the hallway to the door that Calypso was in. I lifted a hand and summoned another Portal. As it opened, I could see the other side appear in the hallway. The man who was still speaking honeyed words stopped, his eyes widening.

“I’ll be talking to her now.” I stepped through the portal, passing the gateway that was blocking me.

It probably wasn’t very diplomatic of me. I had a long way to go toward being a proper leader, but I did know I was never going to be a politician like that slimy guy.
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After stepping through the Portal with Eliana and Chance following close behind, the councilman could only stare through the bars in shock. The guards appeared to be lost on what to do. With the wave of my hand, I closed the portal and then approached the door that Calypso was locked behind. Thankfully, this door was locked with a deadbolt on the outside, and I was able to easily undo it and open the large wooden doors.

I stepped into the room and my eyes immediately landed on a strange trough filled with water. There was a person in a robe standing next to the trough, and I could hear a strange gurgling sound. That was when my eyes followed down the woman’s arm and came to a tuff of hair that she was gripping. There was a second woman who was on her knees, and the robed woman was pushing her face first in the water, which was where the bubbling was coming from.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I shouted, taking a step forward.

The cloaked person looked up in surprise, apparently too focused on their activity to notice when I had first entered the room.

“I said I was not to be disturbed!” They said angrily. “When I’m done, I will knock on the door to be let out.”

I ignored their words, shoving the person aside and immediately pulling Calypso out of the water. As soon as her face rose above the surface, she let out a gasp of air. Her wet hair fell back as she leaned on my arm, looking up at me. Rather than appearing angry, scared, or even flustered, she had a somewhat amused expression on her face, like this was all a game she was enjoying.

“Oh my, I didn’t know you cared about me so much.” She spoke playfully as soon as she regained her breath.

“You’ve ruined hours of work!” The robed person crossed their arms angrily.

When I had pushed them, the hood of their robe had fallen back, revealing a small but somewhat pretty girl with purple hair and purple eyes. She looked to be about my age, or maybe a bit younger. She was far too young to be torturing people.

“I’m so sorry, Inquisitor. I wasn’t able to stop him.” Behind me, the councilman had finally managed to get the guards to unlock the gate so that he could run here and apologize while standing in the doorway.

“Who are you, anyway?” The Inquisitor demanded snootily.

“I’m Lord Deek Deekson.” I shot back. “And this woman is under my protection. I didn’t capture her so you could drown her.”

“I wasn’t drowning her! I’m a professional. She wouldn’t have died.” The Inquisitor seemed to grow flustered for a moment. “Wait, Deek Deekson... I’ve been warned about you.”

I ignored her, instead of using my mana to check on Calypso and make sure she was alright. Although she physically didn’t show any problems, I realized that her soul had taken damage. This woman’s techniques didn’t just hurt the body, but the soul as well.

“Rescuing me like this... if you keep acting so boldly, a girl might fall in love.” Calypso spoke playfully.

“You said you had something to tell me.”

“Oh... is that all you wanted from little old me?”

“What did you want to tell me?” I demanded.

She grinned, leaning toward me until her lips nearly touched my cheek. “I just wanted to let you know that you’re all going to die real soon.”
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After some various arguing back and forth, Eliana had stepped in and used diplomacy to unruffle the feathers of the councilman and to get the inquisitor to back off for a bit. I didn’t want the inquisitor to be left along with Calypso again. If she was just going to drown the other woman, what was the point? Calypso couldn’t even talk when her head was underwater, so what did such a torture even do?

Eventually, Calypso, whose hands and feet were still shackled, was given a seat, a blanket, and something to eat. She wouldn’t say any more other than her ominous words until such things had been provided. The inquisitor had declared that giving in to her demands was counterproductive toward seeking the truth. I had already decided I didn’t like this girl at all, so I ignored her glowers, glares, and advice as much as possible. Chance seemed to pick up on my dislike, and responded in kind, growling at her whenever they made eye contact. Chance seemed to put the woman off guard, so I wasn’t complaining.

“Alright, you’ve had what you requested, now tell me what you meant?”

If all of this had just been a trick so that Calypso could get some warmth and free food, I would look like a fool and be irritated, so I hoped that she had something relevant to say.

“You’ve seen the fog, haven’t you?”

“Yes, it’s on the islands,” I admitted the truth, not seeing any reason to hold it back from her. “You told me that you didn’t know who was behind the fog.”

“I didn’t...” She responded, shrugging as she put a piece of bread in her mouth. “Now, I do.”

“Then, who is it?” I asked.

She shot the inquisitor a side look. “I’m not sure if I should speak so frankly in front of... the present company.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” The Inquisitor cried out.

“She’s staying,” I responded. “Besides, I thought you liked girls.”

“Hmph... I like women.” She snorted. “Not flat-chested church fanatics.”

Her eyes went to the inquisitor’s chest, causing the other woman to flush and turn away, covering her chest. “My chest is glory to the daughter, you blasphemer!”

“She’s part of the church?” I asked.

“She came here with Anne,” Eliana explained. “She stayed in the cabin the entire time, so you might not have noticed.”

The Inquisitor was the inquisitor of the church? I supposed I couldn’t be surprised by that. She gave off the same vibe as Anne. The church head had it out from Calypso from the beginning. Why wouldn’t she send her Inquisitor to try to question the woman?

“Alright, fine, but she’s still staying. Just tell me what you wanted to tell me, or I’ll leave you here with the inquisitor.” I declared.

I had no intention of doing that. As soon as I left, I would make sure that Calypso wasn’t assaulted again by Anne or anyone else. I didn’t know why I was protecting her. She was undeniably a bad person, but she had also done me a favor once or twice, and I just couldn’t bring myself to torture her.

“Very well, if you insist.” Calypso leaned forward. “The people that are attacking... are the Fey.”
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“The... Fey?” I repeated.

“She’s one of them.” Calypso gave a nod in the inquisitor’s direction, causing her to stiffen. “The Fey used to be the predominant race on this continent, but they were eventually forced to flee because there were too many dungeons.”

“How dare you accuse the Fey of this!” The Inquisitor cried out. “We’re part of the Ost Republic, just like anyone. Our tribe has lived peacefully in the southeast for decades.”

“I’m not talking about the few who remained behind, sweetheart.” Calypso’s words were sweet to the point of being mocking. “I’m talking about the Fae from across the sea.”

“Wh-what?” The inquisitor took a step back. “The fey who fled all drowned at sea! Everyone knows this.”

“They found another continent,” I spoke up, drawing every eye to me. “The Fey built an entire civilization thereafter they fled. Humans are treated as slaves. They call their land the Faerie Plains, and they speak of returning to their homeland... Faerith.”

“Here?” It was the politician, who had remained silent as we spoke but couldn’t help but gasp at such a revelation.

“I supposed I shouldn’t be too surprised you’re aware of such lore, you did suck dry the Bandit’s Respite.” Calypso chuckled.

The Bandit’s Respite was the dungeon Calypso had conquered. The original dungeon had been created for another purpose, but it got retconned by Calypso when she took over the dungeon orb and became the dungeon’s new master. The original story, as I came to understand it, likely had something to do with the Fey and the battle between Fey and humans. That lore was extremely old though, even compared to Twilight Dungeon, so very little of the original lore remained.

It was the Deedee half who had those experiences, which Calypso had assumed was where I learned about the Fey. My other half had accidentally gone to the Faerie Plains and seen the Fey directly, and it was the only reason I had managed to put it all together. I wasn’t going to correct her assumption. She didn’t need to know how much I knew about the Fae.

That said, I had no particular hate for the Fey. When I was in the Faerie Plains, the thing went awry for a while, but my impression of the Fey was no worse than any dungeon bosses. They were a threat, but only because the lore was messed up. How could I hate them? Eliana was half-fey. I had heard about pockets of fey that survived on this continent when the majority fled on their exodus across the impassible ocean. The Inquisitor was one of them, but the maid who had ended up having a fling with the King was another. Eliana’s hair was abnormally golden, a rich yellow color, which must have come from her mother. Then again, I remembered hearing that yellow was supposed to be the color of nobles. I wasn’t sure how that fits in, but Eliana was already a noble, so it probably didn’t matter either way.

“Alright, you’re saying that the attacks on the pirates and the strange fog on the island are connected to the Fey? How?” I decided to keep the conversation on course.

“Why do you think the Fey would suddenly show up?” Calypso seemed to be enjoying this.

“I don’t know, why?” I asked, but just as I did, the realization struck me. “No...”

“The Fey want their land back... and the invasion is just beginning,” Calypso smirked.
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“You think the Fey have sailed her from over the seas to invade Faerith?”

“I know that is what is happening.” She responded, giving a little smirk.

“So, they took care of our little pirate problem? Aren’t they just doing us a favor?”

“Taking the pirates was just a matter of convenience. There were supplies, ships, slave labor, and a port that they could launch their invasion from.” She shrugged.

I wanted to argue more, but what she was saying was starting to make sense. With the pirate stronghold under their control, they could probably launch all kinds of attacks. At the moment, they had just been attacked feeling out our defenses. They wanted to know where we were at our weakest, but they didn’t want us to think that it was something major and mobilize our forces. In a way, Prince Edward had made the right decision by treating the situation so seriously, or they might have already landed on Aberis’s shores.

“What about the Tearfall Isles? Why have they come down here?” I demanded.

“They’ve come for the same reason anyone comes to the Champion’s Gauntlet...” She responded flippantly.

“Anyone... “I frowned, and then my eyes widened. “They want to complete the gauntlet and take whatever reward the dungeon master is offering?”

She snapped her finger. “Exactly. At the end of the Champion’s Gauntlet is an extremely dangerous power. The gauntlet was created a long time ago to prevent that power from falling into the wrong hands. Only someone who is determined worthy will be granted the power. The Fey seek that power, which they will use to begin their invasion on Faerith.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked suspiciously.

“There are some things that I know, and some things that I do not know.” She shrugged. “This happens to be something I’ve very knowledgeable about.”

“I have verified anything she has said.” The Inquisitor cut in, “Give me a few days, and I will know the truth of these words.”

“In a few days, they’ll have already finished the gauntlet. If they already are on the SS island, then they might even finish it tonight.” Eliana declared.

“Please... the islands are hardly so easy.” Calypso waved her hand dismissively. “Even they need to sleep and rest. They won’t attempt to take the SS until tomorrow, and the SSS will take even longer than that.”

“Then, our best option is to go to the SSS boss room and wait for them.” I declared.

“You wouldn’t have a chance.” Calypso chuckled.

“I’m not so weak!” I shot back.

If I gathered my girls and we all worked together, I believed we could make it to the boss room, especially if we did it before the fog appeared. Then, we could plan out a trap.

Calypso only shook her head. “You misunderstand. No matter how powerful you are, you’ll be handicapped by the dungeon. They will defeat you because they have the gauntlet’s blessing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you not heard how this gauntlet works? Every time you beat a boss, you are awarded an enchantment. This enchantment lasts for a specific amount of time. You must collect the enchantment from the previous island before fighting the next boss. If you do not, you’ll be significantly disadvantaged.”

“I may have heard something like that,” I responded dismissively. “However, what does that have to do with them?”

“By the time they reach you, they’ll already have collected five of the six enchantments. All six are needed to enter the final boss room. At best, they’ll initiate the battle and you’ll be kicked out, forced to wait on the sidelines. At worst, the enchantments will allow them to easily overpower you and your allies, and you all die. If you want any chance of victory, you’ll need to do the gauntlet!”
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Calypso’s words didn’t put me into any better of a mood. Defeat the gauntlet? Fight six bosses, essentially back-to-back?

“I don’t have time to play some dungeon master’s game.”

“It’s not a game, Deek.” Calypso sighed. “The very future of this continent may rest on it.”

I gave her a suspicious look. “What is this power the dungeon will give?”

“Naturally, it would have to be a lore, wouldn’t it?” She chuckled. “A lore dangerous enough that it could change the course of a war.”

“That’s preposterous!” The councilman spoke up. “What story has that kind of power?”

I found myself wanting to agree with him, but I knew better. I had seen Twilight, and she had even given me lore that allowed me to manipulate the soul itself. I knew how powerful lore could be. The right lore could turn someone who knew nothing into a powerful expert. Bad lore could cripple a nation, and good lore could lead to prosperity. If this lore even had a chance of having such power, I couldn’t let it fall into the hands of the Fey.

I didn’t know much about the Fey, and I didn’t have any hateful feelings toward them, but I knew what they thought of humans. When they weren’t treating us as slaves, they feared us as monsters. I supposed, in the beginning, we were monsters. I only had a vague understanding of it, but from what I understood, when lore became large and complex enough, it could become a world onto itself. The story of a world, also known as its live stream, was a powerful and sentient thing.

Everything that lived in this world was connected to its current life stream, Gaia. Gaia’s original species were fairies and fairy-like creatures. This is why fairy’s intrinsically gathered lore and could somehow create mana. They were Gaia’s servants. Some of those servants had eventually evolved into the Fey, who had started to build a civilization on Gaia. This presumably had happened after Gaia had subjugated Twilight. To the best of knowledge, Twilight’s servants were the shadow people, and the Demons were their offshoot.

By the time Gaia came along, the demons were all dead and Twilight was slowly rotting away. It was only because of the war and Gaia that this planet hadn’t fallen apart, much like the Twilight Dungeon. Anyway, sometime after the Fey had established themselves, dungeons had started to form, and other species from other worlds began to invade their space. This included the animalkin, the esmere, the dwarves, osterians, new demons, the elves, and most notably the humans.

After a long brutal war, humans won out, and the reason for that was simple. We could resurrect ourselves. Our connection with Gaia was weak enough that our soul could resist Gaia while we had time to remake our bodies and come back to life. The Fey could not do that, as their mana was too closely aligned to Gaia. They saw us as monsters at ends with Gaia, and they would stop at nothing to see us subjugated at best. If war was coming, it was bad. The best option was to take the power they were seeking and use it ourselves.

I shook my head. “Even if I wanted to complete the gauntlet, the doors are shut. We can’t get in to encounter the boss.”

“Come on, Deek. You understand dungeons better than most.” Calypso declared. “Do you think a dungeon door could just remain permanently closed?”

I jerked at her words. She was right. A dungeon had to be completable for anyone who wanted to participate. How could the doors just be closed?

“Just say it, Calypso.” I leaned toward her.

“Naturally, they were able to block the entrance... because a second one was available!”

“And just where is that second entrance?”

Calypso’s smile started to grow once again, and I got a bad feeling.
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“Let her go? That’s impossible!” The councilman slammed his fist down.

“We’re not letting her go,” I responded quietly. “I’ll have her in custody the whole time.”

“And just who are you!” He responded accusingly.

“I’m the one who captured her in the first place?”

He blinked for a second. He had forgotten that!

We were no longer in the dungeon. After Calypso had laid out her terms, we had gone up to the building above to speak about it. Calypso was clear in what she wanted. She would lead me through the gauntlet, but she wouldn’t tell me where this alternative entrance was. This naturally lead to the Inquisitor demanding that she be given a few days to break Calypso, and it all had descended into a mess. It was Eliana who had suggested we not argue in front of the prisoner and finish this discussion somewhere other than a dungeon.

So, we were now in a well-lit receiving room with some boiling tea in the corner, but I didn’t feel like the conversation had become any better. I was seriously considering ignoring this councilman, grabbing Calypso with Portal, and leaving on our own. I didn’t need his permission there. However, as I considered it, I saw Eliana’s desperate eyes and I realized that we had to do things diplomatically for her sake. I had to do it for the baby. I knew the baby had nothing to do with it, but it made me feel better when I said that enough times.

“Have you ever heard of any second entrance?” Eliana asked, trying to redirect the conversation once again.

“There is no such thing. We would have found it by now.”

“Yet, you agree that the doors are shut and that such a thing should be impossible.” I cut in.

He gave me a look and then sighed. “From what I understand about dungeons, to even semi-permanently shut a single boss room, let alone four them, should be an impossibility. The longest obstruction I’ve ever seen lasted twenty-four hours. The C-ranked boss room has been closed for at least twice that long.”

Accidents did sometimes happen and dungeons could be sealed. Otto Tibult had once caused an avalanche that blocked me and Lydia down in a dungeon. At the time, we had thought we were trapped permanently. Had I known it would have been gone within a day, that whole thing would have gone a lot differently. Then again, the King had once kept the boss room closed for months in the Widow’s Dungeon. While a dungeon master was “in combat” the door could be left closed. I believed that even in that case she had opened the door though, and only closed someone got close to the entrance.

I had once heard about an old dungeon parable. Supposedly, a man had entered a dungeon, but whenever he got near the door to the next part, the dungeon would close one door and open another. When he walked over to that door, the dungeon would switch. He was unable to progress, because every time he approached a door, it was shut, but at the same time, the dungeon rule wasn’t broken. There was always a means of progressing forward.

The story was made as a warning. Dungeons were tricky things, and when they wanted to, they could seriously screw with a person. What the Fey had done was a trick, nothing more. The real path through the Champion’s Gauntlet was still available.

“If we don’t go through the gauntlet, the Fey will,” I spoke up. “And then you won’t have a dungeon to rule over anymore. The choice is yours.”

The councilman stared at me for a moment, and then let out a long sigh. “Fine, take her. I just hope you don’t regret it.

I was hoping the same thing.
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“Alright, we’re here. Now what?” I asked.

Calypso had been let free of her cage, but it was still night out. She said that timing was important, and to start the true Champion’s Gauntlet, we needed to leave in the middle of the night. We had gotten as much rest as we could, and then we left while it was still dark. An extremely sleepy Chance and Cici accompanied me, as well as the girls from Titan Fall. They weren’t the only ones there, unfortunately. There was another group who had butt into it.

“If this is some kind of trick, we will make sure to cleanse you from this world!” Anne cried out.

“Allow me to cleanse her! I will do it quickly.” The inquisitor happily reassured her.

The inquisitor had told the Prelate Anne, and she had arrived with five of her creepy paladins. I wanted to reject them, but Alysia reminded me that we were planning on going up against boss after boss in an attempt to overtake the Fae. A single S-ranked dungeon diving team might not be enough, so we had to take whatever help we could get.

It should also be added that paladins were extremely effective in dungeons. Their skill set lead toward attacking the miasma itself, so if there was anyone by my side, a group of paladins would be it. I’d have preferred Carmine, but she was captured. As for my other girls, I had considered calling them, but I ultimately decided it was better to wait. They were all still busy. Lydia was still healing from her soul merge. Terra was still missing her original body. Miki still had her family to deal with. It seemed like they all had been through a lot lately, and I wanted to give them a few weeks at least before they had to put their lives on the line again.

Why did that mean that Chance and Cici had to come? Well, I had made it abundantly clear that I was in charge, but those paladins wouldn’t take orders from me. However, they would listen to Chance. If she looked at them with tearful eyes, they responded to her orders faster than Anne’s orders. Her youthfulness seemed to trump seniority in their church. If she wasn’t alone, the power dynamic would have shifted and it would be a problem. That’s what Eliana had explained to me. I hated that I was having to play with politics inside a dungeon run, but I didn’t have any choice.

The reason that Cici was along, despite being a bit older and having a bit larger of a chest, but still acceptable to the paladins, was related to her hair. Calypso had explained that this pathway would only open to those native to Gaia, ie Fairy and Fae. Cici was magically altered with fairy magic, and so her presence would open the pathway. Eliana might have worked too, but that would have meant I’d need to bring my pregnant woman along and expose her lineage. I was already uncomfortable bringing Titan Fall, who should have been protecting Eliana. She insisted she didn’t need it now that she was in the city, and I reluctantly agreed that the bigger danger involved this dungeon.

According to Calypso, the Champion’s Gauntlet had two pathways. The obvious pathway was the islands, but there was also a second pathway that only opened to allies of the Fae. This pathway was a bit easier, which is why she believed that we could complete it. As for the Fae defeating this dungeon, they didn’t appear to be aware of this easier pathway, or they probably would have taken it. I wasn’t unfamiliar with such paths. A similar shortcut had existed in that laboratory dungeon in Dioshin that only the dungeon master was aware of.

Why did Calypso know about it though? I had no clue, but I was getting a distinct feeling there was more to this dungeon than I originally thought.
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I recognized the place we had gone. It was the same beach where I had given the dungeon master my donation. In from of was a cover leading out into a dark, murky ocean.

When I had chosen this spot, it was because there were few people here. I never would have anticipated that this was the location of some hidden backdoor entrance through the dungeon. Would the dungeon master be angry now that I was going to seriously try to take their challenge? They might even consider it cheating. Hopefully, the nature of the dungeon meant they were looking for anyone who could beat it, regardless of their race.

The fact that the gauntlet had an easy path for Fae and fairy told me that the champion was probably on their side. It must have been the hero of the Fae I had seen glimpses of lore about. That said, the dungeon wouldn’t have included a second pathway if its alleged gift wasn’t for everyone. I mean, it probably had no choice in the matter, but hopefully, after all of these years, it wouldn’t take offense.

A few minutes had passed with nothing happening, so Anne spoke up in a whiny tone. “This is a complete waste of time.”

“Just wait for it,” Calypso smirked, looking up.

I followed her vision, and I realized she was looking up at the sky. The sky was currently overcast. I couldn’t see far enough to see whether the SS island was still covered in mysterious fog or not. As I watched, the moon started to come out from behind the clouds. As soon as I felt the moon, I felt a strange kind of resonance. I wasn’t the only one who felt this. Cici suddenly closed her eyes, as if she was feeling a gentle breeze on her.

A few moments later, I could feel a vibration in the ground. The vibration grew with increasing ferocity. The Titan Fall girls readied themselves while Anne grabbed onto the inquisitor to keep from falling on her face. The next thing I noticed was a churning of water in the bay. An object started to rise from the water. As it did so, waves struck the beach, reaching our feet and soaking our shoes. I felt Chance grab onto me worriedly, but Cici still stood there with her eyes closed, not even seeming to notice what was going on around her.

When the vibrations finally finished, a large cave entrance had seemingly risen from the water, directly in the center of the cover. It immediately dived down into the depths of the ocean. It was hard to say how it wasn’t filled with water because the entrance did not appear to contain any cover. Yet, the pathway did look dry. There was a stone path leading straight to it so you didn’t need to swim out there. Under the light of the moon, it had a somewhat surreal appearance.

As the last of the tremors faded, Cici opened up her eyes. She made a surprised noise as if she only just realized a cave entrance had suddenly appeared. Everyone else exchanged looks. There was a hidden entrance. The only way one could enter it was to have a fairy or Fae present in the moonlight. It was no surprise why it had never been stumbled upon before now.

“Shall we go?” Calypso asked, a knowing smirk on her face.
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Our goal was simple. We had to ender the hidden champion’s gauntlet and beat the Fae to the end. With the challenge and difficulty lower than the surface dungeon, plus the combined efforts of several paladins, a prelate, an inquisitor, an osterian S-class party, and myself... I had the confidence that we’d be able to defeat it. With luck, we’d be back just in time for the peace talks. As for those talks, Eliana was confident she could unite the Ost Republic. All it would take was exposing the threat from overseas, and most of the Ost Republic would unite instantly.

I said most because there was one group that was in a hard place. The fae that lived in the Ost Republic had managed to remain there for generations. They had believed their brethren had fallen, and the feeling was mutual. I hadn’t even known the fae still lived down here until I had come down here. They had done a good job keeping their tribe low key, as did most of the tribes of the Ost Republic. If a war was brewing, Eliana didn’t want the fae who was from the Ost Republic to feel like they were enemies.

I recalled many wars in history where people were treated poorly simply because they were the race of the enemy invaders. That hadn’t been the case in Chalm when Dioshin attacked, and I hoped it wasn’t the case now. This was the other reason it was so essential that Eliana stayed behind. Once word of the Fae invasion came out, people from Ost would start panicking. Some might even lash out at friends and minorities. Humans might flee to Aberis, where they would feel safer. It could potentially divide the Ost Republic completely, and create the perfect place for the fae to conquer and start their invasion on the mainland.

Thus, we were both fighting this battle in our way. Eliana would be preparing people and making alliances, while I would make sure they couldn’t get their hands on this weapon. Unfortunately, this was just the start. If this was an invasion, we had a long way to go. I had a feeling I would need to call on all of my girls, and maybe even my dungeon’s strength, but the time this was all over. I would give them as much time as I could before then, and that’s why we had to give it our best.

Chance and Cici followed close behind me as we crossed the rock path. The paladin and church girls came second, and the Titan Fall trailed in the back. Calypso was in chains, and she was placed behind me and in front of the paladins. I took the lead because I had Map and all of the danger senses. I guess Titan Fall also had dungeon diver jobs, as Alysia had explained to me, but I was more comfortable taking the lead until we had a better sense of what this dungeon was about.

As soon as we passed the entrance, there was a long stairway heading into the dark. I started moving down it, but I could not see the bottom. The Titan’s Fall had only just started heading down the stairway when the rumbling began again. The cave was lowering back into the depths. This time, Cici could feel it and grab onto me frightfully. I readied a Portal just in case water started coming down, but the water didn’t enter the cave.

When the rumbling stopped, I looked up at the others, who were all in various states of alarm, all except Calypso who was still grinning mysteriously.

“Let’s get this over with,” I spoke out loud.

We continued down into the depths of the dungeon path.
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The stairway continued down for some time, but we eventually reached the bottom. This opened up into a long hallway underneath the water. This would be the equivalent of the first level for this champion’s gauntlet. The miasma was far thicker down here, and much more similar to what I was used to from a dungeon.

“The monsters on the islands form down here?” I asked.

“Quite observant.” Calypso chuckled. “As expected from a fellow master. Yes, the surface miasma is far too low for monsters to be created. One could say that this is the true dungeon where the magic is made. The miasma is vented onto the island, and the monsters follow along with it.”

“Does that mean we’ll be encountering more monsters down here, or less?” I asked.

“I wonder.”

“Calypso.”

“Do you usually require so much information before entering a dungeon? Isn’t it better to just figure it out on your own? I could always be wrong, after all.”

I did tend to go into dungeons blind. Sometimes I would buy a map to copy into my map skill, but otherwise, I did very little research. This was not the norm. For most people, a trip into a dungeon was a major event that requires weeks if not months of preparation. A single level often took days to defeat, and there were five levels in between safe rooms, presuming you could even find the next one.

For those dungeons that were well documented, they would study up on them, hire guides like Raissa had once been, get maps, take testimonials, and even then, go in with full supplies. When they were venturing into parts unknown, it was even more serious. One had to account not just for camping in a potentially dangerous place filled with monsters, account for complete darkness, a need for food, water, and the potential for a need to suddenly escape, but they also had to deal with the miasma weighing down on them, something I took for granted these days.

It was clear that Titan Fall was uncomfortable diving into an unknown part of this dungeon without any prior reconnaissance. They were experts on dungeon diving, and also the ones most vulnerable to dungeons. The church had its defense against miasma. Calypso was a miasmic creature. I had a god soul. Cici and Chance were immune. Cici had been altered by my dungeon and Astria, while Chance had been altered by Roth. I had learned when I absorbed his lore that forcing young people to be exposed to dungeons regularly helped them build up an immunity to miasma. He had done this with every girl intended for his harem, so the lionesses, while not protected in the same way my slaves were, still had a high resistance to miasma.

So, it turned out Titan Fall was at the greatest disadvantage here. The only reason they weren’t complaining about it was because of Alysia. I’m sure they would have done things differently, and much more carefully. I realized that my methods truly looked reckless to an outsider. I knew I had access to Portal, Slave Communication, and my Soul World among other things. I had True Dungeon Diver as a job and had many different skills like Map, Tracking, Detect Traps, and Sense Danger which allowed me to navigate it safely. When I needed to escape it, I could do that just as easily.

“Stay close,” I ordered, and then continued.
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The pathway did not seem to deviate by much. There were no turns or maze-like dead ends. It reminded me of Gram’s Passageway, although while that was a massive cavern with the room to move a full cart and horses through, this path was a hallway only large enough for two people to stand abreast. If we did end up having to fight, one person would have to take on the brunt of the battle, while the others would be trapped in the back only able to support. This was one of the reasons I wasn’t too worried about having Cici and Chance right behind me.

Of course, accidents could always happen. This might have worried me, but I also had one other trick up my sleeve. I could do a position shift with anyone in my party. I made sure I was at a party with the Titan Fall girls. If push came to shove, I could instantly teleport to the back of the line and bring one of them to the front. This was something Alysia and I had discussed with them ahead of time.

Thus, I remained on the lookout for any red enemies, ready to take them out quickly so we could continue onward. If I got overwhelmed, I could fall back into a supporting role, which was arguably always had been my forte. I remained in that state for some time, but nearly an hour of walking later, and we didn’t come up against a single enemy. I finally approached a large doorway to the side of the hallway. There was a one written on it.

“We’re there!” Calypso announced in a chipper voice.

“What do you mean, we’re here?” I shot back. “I thought you said the monsters spawn here.”

“They spawn, and then they leave.” She shrugged. “They don’t hunt these hallways.”

“How is this a gauntlet? You said it would be easier, but this is like the dungeon isn’t even trying!”

“You still need to defeat the six bosses, don’t you?” She shot back.

I let out a breath, deciding it wasn’t worth arguing with her. She could have told me that there wouldn’t be any enemies. I wouldn’t have been stressing out for the last hour. In retrospect, this was probably for the best. How could we catch up or surpass the Fey if we didn’t have an advantage that was at least this much? Whatever I just wanted to get this over with.

“Cici, Chance, stay back here.” I declared.

“What?”

“No!”

“If you wish to enter the dungeon room from this direction, Cici will have to be a member of your party.” Calypso declared.

I clenched my teeth for a second, but there was nothing I could do. With a sigh, I gave a nod. I wasn’t going to leave Chance out here alone. She was even younger than Cici! I did want them to get some experience. I guess it had to end up this way, fighting bosses in a dungeon.

“Let’s go!” I shoved open the door, heading into the first boss room of the Champion’s Gauntlet.
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“This place looks creepy.” Chance clung to the back of my shirt.

Wasn’t she supposed to be my bodyguard? I mean, given her age, I was happier if she stayed behind me rather than racing off into dungeons. As far as escort missions go, she had so far been better than most. Although now that I was looking around, I had to agree. The back hallways had a utilitarian feel, but this boss room looked like a cave. The pillars rose into the blackness and there were a lot of dark corners to hide in. I was pretty sure the boss was in one of them because I didn’t see it anywhere else.

Cobwebs were floating in the darkness, and the sound of something suspicious was moving in the dark. I could feel both girls grabbing onto me. I had a feeling there would be some reveal event. Some boss monsters just sat and waited, but others liked to make a flashy entrance. I was guessing this was going to be one of the flashy ones.

Predictably, it was only once I reached near the center and the last person had entered the room that the boss door slammed shut, and the torturing began to turn on one by one in a menacing way. As they lit up, I started to get a better look at the area around us. It was webs. The entire room was covered in webs. That only meant one thing.

As the final torches turned on, a large black creature began to lower to the ground. It had enormous fans and eight long spindly legs that came out from a fat black body. It was taller than me, a massive spider.

“Ehhh! I hate spiders!” Cici cried out, leaping onto my back.

“It’s too big!” Chance whimpered. “Someone kill it!”

“We’ll stop it!” There was a sudden chorus of shouts just as I opened my mouth to speak.

Before I could move a step forward, the group of paladins blew past me. They all descended on the spider like a wave of maniacs. Even it seemed startled by their sudden aggression. They didn’t hold back a single hit, using powerful paladin light spells as they slammed their shields and swords into the spider. It let out some screeches, but at the end of the day, this was only the C island boss. It was quickly torn limb from limb.

The battle ended in only a few minutes when the screaming topped. The men had a few small wounds, but I didn’t offer to heal them. They could have probably avoided all of those had they not acted so recklessly. As they finally left the spider’s corpse, one of the paladins fell to his knee in front of me, looking at the two girls with a creepy smile on his face.

“We took care of the spider for you, my beauty!” He declared.

“Eeek!” Chance hid behind me even more. “Save me, my lord!”

“H-he didn’t even do anything though...” The knight glared at me.

“Why wouldn’t she be frightened, you’re covered in spider guts! You’re terrifying!” I shouted, giving him an accusing look.

He looked down at himself, and then at the other paladins who were also covered in spider gunk, and he made a horrified sound before running to Anne, who quickly scolded all of them as she healed them. I felt a bit more relieved though that it turned out that these men who were too dangerous to be around children were actually secretly pretty bad with them. At least there was still a balance to this world.
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After defeating the boss, both doors opened back up. Whatever the Fae had done to keep the door closed had seemingly reset itself upon the death of the dungeon boss. I just which I understood how they did it. The Fae seemed to have a better understanding of dungeons than even I did. I supposed that made sense in some ways. After all, they had been dealing with dungeons as their mortal enemy for many years. They had to have picked up a few tricks along the way.

I left most of the group in the boss room while I went into the safe room. As long as they stayed there, the boss room wouldn’t reset. Once we left, the doors would close again and would open in a few hours after the boss regenerated. I wasn’t sure if the door to the safe room would reopen, or if whatever trick they used only made the exception in this particular instance of the boss being defeated.

Thus, I decided I would hurry. It would be a shame if the door closed behind us and I was stuck on the wrong side permanently. The door wouldn’t be able to open again until another moonlit night. Just looking at the entrance to the safe room, I could see that the night was nearly over and the sun would be coming up soon. I made sure to register with the kiosk just in case, and then my eyes landed on the mosaic. It was the mosaic that was the main reason I told everyone to wait up.

“That’s pretty,” Cici spoke up next to me.

Chance and Cici had been the ones to follow me into the safe room. I admitted that I was quite curious about this dungeon. Now that I knew it held so many secrets, I was more eager to learn about them than I had been original. Since I had to go through all of the bosses anyway, I wanted to make sure I understood as much of the story as I could.

“What does it mean?” Chance asked. “It’s confusing.”

The dungeon mosaics were just one or more images referring to a part of the story. They didn’t necessarily exist in order, and most of the details on them had been lost with time. The people were often faceless, only providing you enough context to get pick out the kind of person they were. Even their sex was often obscured unless they were wearing a dress or something obvious.

After that, it was all guesswork. I had found I was particularly good at guessing, but even if I guessed the lore being told from the dungeon, there was still another problem. The dungeons were sometimes wrong! Their very nature corrupted lore, so it only stood to reason that the longer they remained, the more degraded the lore would become. Things that were once princesses became giants, and honest men became foul beasts.

I wondered what that spider we had just killed represented. It could have been a house spider someone accidentally stepped on, which with time had grown larger and larger until it was as big as a horse. These kinds of exaggerations, inaccuracies and even deceit came with any story. It reminded me of a few chain letters. One person would send the letter, and each retelling caused the story to be grander and more abstract. It was just that in dungeons, these kinds of stories became reality.

“Master, what does it mean?” Cici asked.

It had been some time since I had last articulated my thoughts on a dungeon story I had encountered. I remembered a time when Lydia, Miki, Celeste, Terra, and Shao would all sit down and patiently wait as I weaved a story out of a hand full of images. With these literal children, I’d guess I had to give it another go.

“Let’s see... it starts with a war.”
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I started by explaining the beginning of the war between the fae and the humans, or at least what I knew about it. None of that was in the mosaics, but I didn’t think the mosaic would make any context without the context the story is being told in. I was pulling together things I had heard from many different sources, and even then, it was just my best guess.

This mural started by showing a growing group of dark shadowy creatures pushing back the Gaia’s people, the fae, over and over again. Those dark shadowy creatures would be humans and any other creatures that crawled out of dungeons. The fae had fled to these islands, where they started digging for something. They had seemingly found that thing. One of the fae, a woman with long blonde hair, was holding up some kind of glowing white light. It was impossible to tell what it was, but I guessed it was the power.

“To change the course of the war, she knew she must use this power on her enemies. In using that power though, she would destroy herself in the process. She had to choose to become the very thing she despised.” I finished.

I had added that last part for effect. I assumed that using the power would have some kind of bad end, or there wouldn’t have been a dungeon here. She might have never got to use the power, but if she didn’t use it, why didn’t it fall into human hands?  As for the talk about becoming what she despised, that was just fluff talk. No one wanted to be a mass murderer, right? Sometimes, you had to make a choice you’d regret.

“And what did she choose?” Cici asked.

“Did she use the power?” Chance added.

“I don’t know.” I sighed. “There are other murals I haven’t seen. This is only the second one from this dungeon that I have observed. As soon as we get to the next one, I can tell you more of the story.”

“M-my lord, we must continue!” Chance cried out.

“Yes, Master, we need to see more.”

Both girls had suddenly become insistent. I didn’t think I was that good of a storyteller, but what was it about girls when I started reading the murals? I gave a short nod, and they voiced their excitement before running back into the boss room. I went to follow them, taking a few steps before I stopped and looked back at the mural one last time. Those murals were never particularly detailed, but there was something about that woman holding the shining bright light. She felt vaguely familiar to me. Was I feeling it with my eyes, or was my mana sense detecting the intent of the lore?

“Did it destroy you?” I whispered, half to myself.

“There are many ways to destroy yourself, Deek.” A voice caused me to look up and see Calypso standing there.

I opened my mouth to say something, but the paladin holding her chains pushed past. “What is taking so long?”

“I’m sorry, we wanted my lord to explain things to us for a bit. I-is that a problem?” Chance spoke from behind, looking up at the paladin teary-eyed.

“N-not at all! It’s all fine!” His moody treatment of me was immediately changed to smiles for her.

He returned to the boss room, dragging Calypso with him, and I followed close behind.
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After leaving the boss room, the door shut behind us. As soon as it shut, a rune-like inscription on the door I hadn’t seen before started to glow. I could feel it giving off some kind of mana signature. I reached for it instinctively, and when my finger touched it, there was a flash and I could feel some kind of spell settling over us. When the light faded, I did feel a bit more strength and energy.

As everyone was looking around in confusion, I noticed a marking on Chance’s arm. As I reached out to get a closer look, I realized there was the same marking on my arm. I glanced at it, and I immediately recognized what it was.

“A... blessing?”

It looked like the blessings, except this one was incomplete. Where my blessings were written in some strange script that wrapped around my arms, legs, shoulders, and back... this appeared to be extremely short, just a few of those illegible words. This was the supposed buff you got as you went along? Each one was a copy of a piece of the blessing, and only after getting all six do you complete the blessing and gain access to it. Did that mean that this power Calypso spoke of was some kind of blessing?

“I dislike being marked by a dungeon. It itches.” Anne scratched at her arm irritably.

“Please bear with it, Prelate. The mark of power goes away after a month or so.” The inquisitor reassured her.

“It’ll go away instantly once someone completes it,” Calypso spoke up. “Only one person gets to keep the prize. I wonder who it will be.”

“What did they dig out of the ground, Calypso?” I asked.

“How should I know?” She responded with a smirk.

I was starting to have some theories, but I didn’t know if they were true. Calypso was the kind of person who relished in misinformation, so who knew what was true and what wasn’t.

“Ground? What ground?” Anne demanded.

I shook my head, letting out a sigh. “This dangerous power... the one the fae are after, I think they tried to use it once before. I think it failed, and that’s what created this dungeon. There was some kind of power they dug up... another dungeon?

“So, this mark is related to that power?” Anne seemed to reason out, looking down at her arm slightly differently.

It was clear by that look that Anne liked power. If she was the one who got the power, what would she do with it? Well, we didn’t even know what it did, but I had a feeling she’d use it on the church of the mother. No, Anne and the church couldn’t get that power. Ever since I met Mary, I hadn’t considered them a threat, but they were still capable of a great deal in this world. The church, even if it was a different church back then, had been responsible for the fall of the fae, and they also had some relationship to that clockwork dragon I had encountered so long ago. No matter how much lore I absorbed, there were always more pieces to the puzzle.

“Let’s just get to the next boss fight.”

I was wasting time dwelling on things when I could just continue and find the answers. It was time to fight the second boss.
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The theme of the bosses seemed to be creatures of the wild. I supposed that it made it easier when they died. Every time a boss died, their lore took a blow. The new version of themselves that replaced the old would be a bit weaker and more foolish. It wasn’t that hard to understand. The longer someone lived, then the more experience they’d gain. As they were exposed to the miasma of the dungeon, they would also grow more powerful too.

This was why some dungeons could be so uneven, especially when it came between the difficulty of the final boss and the other bosses. The lower you got, the longer it had been since a boss was defeated. Those bosses remained around longer, growing more and more powerful until they eventually became sentient beings with miasmic souls. Well, it wasn’t that easy to form a miasmic soul spontaneously, but it was far more likely on a long-lived boss over a brand new one.

In the great labyrinths, as they were called after you went down about fifty floors, the top dungeon divers had encountered a wall they couldn’t pass. It was a boss who had been undefeated for long enough that his skill and ability were undefeatable. Once a capable team defeated him once, it would break the bottleneck. Weaker teams would be able to defeat his now weaker form, and the progress in the dungeon would move another ten levels until the next major roadblock. If enough time and luck went by that a boss wasn’t defeated and grew to be too powerful, then they’d lose progress.

This was the tug and pull that happened around the great labyrinths, and it was part of the reason I never had a straight answer on how far the dungeon divers had made it. Some rumors claimed they had made it seventy stories, while others claimed fifty was the farthest anyone had achieved. The Champion’s Gauntlet would be considered a seventy-level dungeon if the islands had been converted to floors. This would be the most difficult dungeon I had ever versed.

However, it wasn’t quite as bad as Dirage for various reasons. The first ten floors, or island one, were completely boss-free and existed as a seeming staging area for convenience, as well as the entrance to the hidden pathway for the Fae. The way the dungeon was formed with islands, the more difficult boss on the fifth island could be defeated regularly, so they never built up to be too difficult. The one exception was the final boss, who had never been defeated. In our case, the bosses would have each been just defeated, making the new bosses their relative weakest.

One way to sidestep was to choose bosses whose ability was never dependent on intellect. A boss that was purely physical power and anger would still be strong, even after a recent death and reincarnation. I decided that this two-headed bear we had to fight fit along with those. He was extremely powerful, and while avoiding him wasn’t too difficult for me, I was also needing to protect Cici and Chance. Meanwhile, the paladins took the brunt of the beating. It was eventually one of the Titan Fall girls who delivered the final strike, severing his head.

After the battle, everyone was a bit battered and I had to heal them quickly. We were only at the equivalent of a level twenty boss and we were having this much trouble. I hoped we could keep it up to the final boss.
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Before we could leave the second boss, I naturally made sure to check out the safe room. At this point, it was light outside. I looked outside very briefly to see if I could see the progress of the fog, but I was still too far. It was feeling the pressure of time on us. Back in the safe room, the girls were already sitting and waiting for me to continue to the story. I wasn’t sure that a single mural would add very much to what I already knew.

This mural seemed to be dedicated to talking about the Fey hero. It occurred before the second mural, but my best guess, and it seemed to be about her rise to power. She fought against the forces of darkness valiantly and was heralded by all of the feys as the great hero. The last part of the mural displayed her killing the demon king. If the shadowy creatures were this dungeon’s interpretations of humans, then wouldn’t it be a human king? He seemed to be powerful, and they had a triumphant battle. He died, and she seemed to be wounded in some way, although it wasn’t clear in what way. It showed her hitting her head just after delivering the final blow.

Of course, I didn’t deliver the story to the girls as the enemy hero slaughtering humans. It was a pretty cringy story when taken from the human’s point of view. Thus, I told it to them from the Fey perspective. To the little girls, it sounded much like the battles already going on in the north. The demons were the dark shadowy characters that came from the dungeon, and humans were those that fought valiantly to keep them at bay. It was a familiar story to them, and one they were able to grasp.

“Although the wise and beautiful hero was able to defeat the hum... ahem... demon king, it was already too late. They had no choice but to flee.” I ended the story like that.

Before the girls could say anything, I heard the clapping of two hands. We all turned to the door to see Calypso standing there, her hands still in chains. The paladins had wanted to spy on the girls during story time and had come in to listen to the story. Nope, wait, three little girls were sitting in front of me listening to the story! When did Anne get there? Why was she sitting crisscross like a child?

“It was almost like you were there.” Calypso declared as she stopped clapping. “Are you sure that you’re not the hero that they spoke of?”

“Hardly... I’m just telling a story.” I responded. “How could I be the hero?”

“Whoever knows how long someone else’s story reaches.” She responded cryptically. “I wonder how far back your story goes.”

“Not very far.” I shot back, but I felt some unease from her words.

It felt like she knew something she wasn’t saying, and not something about this dungeon, but something about me. How did I end up in this world after all? I knew where my story began, but I couldn’t help but wonder where was my story heading.

Let’s go get the next piece of the blessing.
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When my soul bonded with a blessing, I would gain the knowledge within that lore. Looking at the second piece of blessing attached to my skin, I couldn’t say the same. This blessing was only skin-deep. It didn’t contain the lore or the knowledge yet. It contained a little bit of the dungeon’s energy, which was why people who had them were stronger, but that was it. I wish it would tell me the story, so I could understand what this grand war-changing weapon would be.

Yet, as I found with all of these dungeons, the only way you could find the answers was to keep walking forward. We left the second boss room shortly after getting the blessing and then headed on to the third. I could occasionally hear the shout of a monster in the distance. The hallway carried echoes well, so it gave the entire route a scary feel to it. One would be excused for feeling like there were monsters all around them ready to leap at a moment’s notice. If I didn’t trust in my Sense Life, I would have been terrified.

As was, everyone else was on full alert. The two girls clung to me whenever there was a roar in the distance. Every monster that was formed in the thick miasma of the corridors seemed to leave before reaching us. They never appeared in front of us, although I had read in one book that the existence of mana being disturbed the local miasma, making it difficult for monsters to coalesce. I found myself dwelling on this as we walked, and that led me to wonder if one could increase the miasma in an area by continually stirring it with mana, allowing it to get ultra-concentrated. I already knew blowing miasma under a lake could eventually cause the lake to become a miasmic pool of death, so what other tricks were there?

We reached the third boss room. With Cici at the front, the door opened just like all the others. We entered the room, and sitting there was another beast. This one was some kind of giant boar. By giant, I meant that it was the size of a house. Intelligence wasn’t needed when you had tusks that big. The boar charged immediately, and the group scattered as it slammed into the spot we had been standing. I was holding two girls, one in each arm.

“Why did you grab me. I would have gotten him!” Chance cried out.

“I hate them. Pigs are really dirty!” Cici added.

“Just stay out of the pig... ah... boars way, okay?” I asked in a no-nonsense voice as I put them down.

I turned back and went after the boar. The thing had a lot of health, and it was difficult getting it down. The most effective spell turned out to be one of Anne’s. She held up her hands and cast it while the paladins were knocked around left and right. When it landed, the boar took massive damage, eventually collapsing in death. As it disappeared, a particular drop appeared. It was a massive slap of pork meat.

“Tasty...” Chance had come out of hiding and was staring at the slab with drool coming down her mouth.

“We don’t have time to break and eat,” I told her, causing her expression to sink.

That’s when I heard a rumbling sound from someone’s stomach. I turned to find it was Anne, who was looking at me desperately.

“We’re not!”

The paladins, seeing two girls in distress and me the apparent cause, gave me deathly stares.

Fine... I guess we could afford to take a little lunch break.
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“Is everything okay, Master?” Alysia asked.

“I hope everyone is enjoying the meal.”

“Eh? It’s top-notch!”

“My lord cooks the best.”

“I see.”

Everyone had been eating quietly. I was getting a bit spoiled by Eliana’s overreactions. Not everyone could be so pleased with roasted boar. I just didn’t know if anyone liked it because they weren’t convulsing on the floor with foam coming out of their mouth. That didn’t seem healthy either. Maybe I needed to take Eliana to a doctor in my world after all.

I had ended up cooking the boar meat drop and everyone enjoyed it. Dropped items were an odd thing in dungeons. They sometimes could give you access to rare items that you couldn’t find anywhere else. Since dungeons used lore, it was theoretically possible to bring things back that no longer existed. Exotic plants, strange animals, and more could be seemingly resurrected through the power of a dungeon. Of course, most animals would be tainted by the miasma of the dungeon.

Items didn’t appear to be tainted in the same way. I didn’t know why they were able to avoid this fate, other than that they existed to entice people to enter the dungeon and potentially become its next victim. Whether the dungeon hungered for the lore they could potentially steal off anyone who died, or the mana that they could convert into miasma to fuel their continued growth, I had no clue. It was probably a good thing that items were tainted with miasma, or food like the meat we just ate would slowly turn us into miasmic creatures.

That didn’t stop Anne from casting some kind of purification spell over the meat before I cooked it. I had similar spells, and they had nothing to do with miasma. I usually only used such spells to keep food lasting longer without spoiling. The paladins who looked admiringly at Anne didn’t know this though. It seemed like the church had adopted a lot of customs that didn’t do anything, but were ultimately for show.

The only one who seemed to refrain from eating was Calypso. When I offered her something, she refused and then made an offhanded comment about how she had to watch her figure. While everyone else ate, she remained sitting in the corner, her chains still on and being held by a nearby paladin. I allowed the paladins to be in control of the chains, but I still kept a close watch on her. If one of them decided to suddenly make a move on her, I wanted to be ready.

That’s why I noticed when her eyes suddenly widened. It was something no one else noticed, but there was something that had suddenly caught her. I had already eaten, so I didn’t hesitate to walk over and crouch next to her.

“What is it?” I demanded.

Calypso looked at me reluctantly for a second and then sighed. “We need to hurry.”

“What? We’re already past the third dungeon. We’ve made it halfway, and we’ve only been traveling half the day. Why do we need to hurry?”

“It’s the Fae.” She responded. “They’ve just defeated the SS-ranked boss.”
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“How can you be certain of that?” I asked.

“I know what I know.” She snapped back before turning her head away. “I just happen to know that the dungeon boss was just defeated. You should be able to see SS island from here. It won’t be covered by the fog any longer.”

I had the Paladins watch her as I went up through the Saferoom and then out onto the island. I jumped up into the sky to get a better look. I was on the A island now. S island had been the one I went to the previous night, and SS should be just beyond that. As I looked into the distance, I could see that Calypso was indeed right. The SS island was no longer surrounded by fog. If I squinted hard, I was pretty sure that that fog was starting to form around the SSS island too.

With a curse, I went back into the Saferoom. Chance, Cici, and Anne had all made their way there, sitting down and ready for story time.

“We don’t have time for this. They’re going to be fighting the final boss soon.”

“So soon?” one of the Titan Fall girls cried out. “ I thought Calypso said that it would take them a long time...”

“I think the problem with that sentence was Calypso said...” One of the other girls whispered in her ear.

“I realized it as soon as I said it.”

Calypso had been dragged along with the paladin, and she shot them a glare, but the taller women ignored it. The little girls looked disappointed, but they got up and started heading back to the Champion’s Gauntlet. The paladins gave me dirty looks for making the girls sad. I ignored them.

“Knowledge is power, Deek,” Calypso spoke up as the group filed out. “You may want regret shunning it.”

I didn’t know what she meant for a second, but when I glanced in her direction and looked at the mural, I saw a piece of the story I didn’t expect to see.

“What?” I had to look twice to make sure I caught it right. “That... can’t be.”

It showed the woman with golden hair. She was the one who was the champion of the Fae. In the last image, she had been using some kind of power against the monsters of darkness. However, this mural showed her in clothing that didn’t look all that different from the clothing of earth. There were tall buildings and skyscrapers. In the next image, she was overtaken by a bright light. When she woke up, she was in front of a king, the king of the fae.

They would train her, make her stronger, and then she’d eventually rise to fight off the demon king. It came off as the classic story from an isekai, but it was being told in this dungeon, and in connection to the champion who fought against the humans. It was a human king that she battled, and as for the mysterious champion who saved the fae?

“The champion... is a hero from another world!”
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Technically, all of humanity was from another world. Few races on this world actually started on this world. Most of them burrowed their way through dungeons to get here. Dungeons, when they became deep enough, could act as pathways between worlds. Either that or they were just copies of the lore from a world that had been destroyed, like a malignant tumor throwing off flecks of cancer that scattered across the various worlds. I had never entered a dungeon deep enough to find out which was the truth.

However, this was the first time I had ever heard of someone being summoned to another world. At least, this was the first time someone other than myself had been summoned. What was even stranger was that this woman wasn’t working for humans. Maybe that was a bit prejudiced of me as a human, but I had expected if I ever found someone from another world, that it would be the humans they were fighting for. In their desperation, the Fae had managed to summon a champion from another world.

This new information was enough to send my mind whirling through the possibilities. I happened to know a key fact about the Fae. That fact was that the Fae royals had yellow hair, just like this woman. I had long theorized that this champion was in some way connected to the Fae royalty. I figured that the champion was some princess hero or relative of the royal family. It wasn’t hard to guess that someone would need to have a lot of resources if they wanted to become strong enough to be called a champion.

However, the King in this mural did not have yellow hair. Perhaps, the yellow-haired lineage that continued in the Fairy Plains was the descendants of this hero. The true royal family must have been destroyed, and the survivors reformed around this champion. This meant that she wasn’t just the hero, but she was also the matriarch of the entire Fae royal structure.

I shook my head. I was getting distracted. When I looked back to where Calypso had been standing, she had already left, being dragged by the Paladin.

The group filed out of the boss room and we gained the third part of the blessing. Without wasting any more time, we started heading for the next fight. This was the S-ranked monster. We were starting to get into the difficult bosses here. My only hope was that the SSS ranked island would be difficult enough that we could catch up with the Fae.

It had taken them a little over half a day to get through the SS, while it had taken us half a day to get through C to A. Presuming SSS will be a little harder for them, I didn’t know for certain which of us would reach the boss room first. That lead to the other question, if they reached first, could we still enter through the back door? It was going to be close.
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We began to move at a brisker pace. After going so long without running into a mob, I became a bit bolder with our progress. I kept the map and Life Sense running just in case, but I no longer kept my eyes out for traps or ambushes. We quickly made our way to the S class boss room, and after it opened thanks to Cici, the group of us prepared for the fight.

Before this, we had been walking in suddenly and without preparation. After the last fight, which had been a bit difficult, it was time we started making plans. Of course, it seemed like the Titan’s Fall and the church didn’t plan to work together very much. It wasn’t that they were necessarily antagonistic to each other, although the osterian women typically had larger chests that offended the small-chested church, a source of continuous contention.

I decided that it would be better if the two teams were given different jobs. Thus, I assigned the osterian girls a tanking position. Their job would be to keep the monster on themselves. The church would focus on heavy damage, while I and the girls would focus on providing the two groups support. That support started before the battle began. I cast various armor and shield spells on everyone to support them before the fight. There was a time back in the day where I couldn’t go a single battle without buffing everyone in my party. It was funny how things changed.

The group entered the S-class boss dungeon room. I was very curious about what we were going to end up fighting when the first step into the room told me this fight would be a bit different. That’s because this boss room was physically different than the ones we had been in earlier. My shoes instantly became wet as we stepped into a wet swamp-like area. This was the boss I was planning on facing on my own.

“Where is it?” Chance asked, looking around cautiously.

“I... don’t see... i—aaaaah!” Cici was speaking when she suddenly was pulled away.

I leaped forward and jumped into the water only to find that on this level, it went a lot deeper. The first few steps into the boss room from our door were only a few feet deep, but after coming out a meter or so, the ground fell off into murky water below. As I quickly swam forward, a large tail struck me in the stomach and I found myself flying out of the water and back onto the shoreline.

The others were moving forward into their respective positions, but after snatching Cici, the creature appeared to have swum down. I didn’t wait to see what happened. Every second Cici was down there, she was only in more danger. I only regretted that I hadn’t noticed the red until it had sprung up right under us and it was too late. Leaping back into the water, I began to swim at a frantic rate down into the murky depths.

I wasn’t swimming blind though, I was swimming toward Cici’s position. Underwater as she was, she wouldn’t be able to breathe. I couldn’t breathe either, but I wasn’t thinking of that as I swim after her. That was when I saw a large figure swimming in the distance, its tail whipping back and forth. It appeared to be a giant crocodile. I could also see something in its mouth, and that was Cici!
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Seeing the lifeless Cici in its jaws, I created a platform and pushed off toward it immediately. Of course, I wasn’t in the air, but I was underwater, and so I didn’t make nearly the distance that I did before. The resistance was far greater, and even moving like a torpedo felt slow as the Crocodile seemed to content continuing to drag Cici around in its mouth. It didn’t even appear to be eating her at this point, but perhaps it was trying to taunt me.

I pulled Alysia out and then tried to cut through the water. The cut sliced through a dozen meters, but it didn’t create any kind of assistance. At best, it disturbed the water enough that the crocodile realized I was there. He shot me a glare, but rather than rush me, he turned around and started swimming deeper.

This was a diabolical boss. Its goal was to pick you off one at a time by dragging you down and drowning you. How could you fight something faster and stronger than you in water, and also had no intention of fighting you directly? If things kept progressing in this matter, Cici would be dead soon. I could see her life force weakening on the map even. I worked furiously to try to come up with a solution. That’s when I remembered a trick I had used once before.

I turned around and started heading back up to the surface. When I broke the water, I headed toward the shoreline as quickly as possible. The rest of the party hadn’t jumped in after me. It looked like Chance had wanted to, but was held back by the Titan’s Fall girls. I would have to thank them later.

“Where is Cici?” Chance called out worriedly.

“Did you leave her behind?” One of the paladins asked. “Tsk... shouldn’t have left it up to you.”

Cici was a bit older, and although she was still well-liked by the paladins, she didn’t have quite the same pull as Chance. Had it been Chance that was grabbed, they clearly would have all leaped to their deaths trying to save her. It didn’t occur to them that if Cici died, then we wouldn’t be able to progress any longer on this Champion’s Gauntlet. It was responding specifically to Cici’s mana which closely matched the native fairies of this world. As I stood back up, I immediately selected Cici’s diminishing life force on the map and then began casting a spell.

“What are you doing?” Anne demanded with her hands on her hips. “You’re just standing there while...”

As she was trying to condemn me, a portal opened to Cici. When I was at a party with someone, I could pinpoint them within a certain range perfectly. When I opened a portal, it would also open right in front of them. Of course, the crocodile could ignore the portal, and if I jumped through it, he could be swimming away before I even had a chance to catch up. That would have been the case if they weren’t underwater. I had once opened a portal underwater, and the result was that water came flowing through in a flood. Anything near the portal would be drawn into it like a waterfall and come flying out the other side.

I was ready for it, and as soon as the portal formed, I leaped out of the way. A giant wall of water burst out, slamming right into Anne before sending her flying off into the swampy water. I went to my feet as soon as I landed, looking at the flood of water. At the moment a massive green scaly form when flying through, I leaped forward, sending Alysium crashing down on the unexpectant Crocodile. I poured a great deal of power into it, even activating the powerful skill Final Blow. Like that the Crocodile was split into two.

{True Dungeon Diver has increased to level 85.}

{True Hero has increased to level 62.}
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Final Blow wasn’t named for being the killing blow for my enemy, but because the blow essentially took every ounce of mana and stamina I had and converted it into a single strike. With Alysium’s sharpness, I was able to use that strength to bisect the crocodile in a single blow. I had been right in my guess that the crocodile didn’t have the insanely high defense that the boar in the previous dungeon had. Instead, it depended on speed and its stealth-like drowning trick to earn its status as an S-class boss. Even then, I wasn’t certain I would have been able to do it if I wasn’t all being enhanced by ½ of the complete blessing the dungeon was strengthening me with.

I had fallen to one knee, using my blade to keep myself from collapsing. Of course, I had already pulled out a vial full of waters of life and was drinking it to replenish the damage I had done. While this was happening, I felt for the first time that I was fortunate to have the church with me. The paladins were fishing Anne out of the water and thus picked up Cici while they were at it. They immediately began using church healing spells and potions on her.

Cici was young, but those faeries were pretty tough. She wasn’t on the verge of death, but I was still glad to see that she was being healed. I had given all of my energy into performing that instant kill. Had the crocodile gotten away and managed to submerge again, I feared my portal trick might not work so well a second time. By the time we came up with another way to get Cici, I worried she’d be seriously hurt by then. That’s why I couldn’t hold back.

“So much for talking to this boss...” I muttered to myself after finishing my vial.

This was not the boss I would have been able to negotiate terms with. It seemed like all of these bosses were wild animals without a thought to them. I supposed it made things easier for the trial portion of this dungeon, but it didn’t give me any room to try to figure out more about the dungeon. Furthermore, I had already seen the result of this dungeon mural here, so we didn’t need to stay any longer than we had to.

Cici’s eyes popped open and she coughed up some water. It was the Inquisitor who had been using the healing spells on her, meanwhile, Anne was cursing and yelling. I realized some of it was in my direction, but I was getting good at ignoring her. A few of the paladins were glaring at me for getting Ann wet, but I was used to that too.

I used my slowly returning strength to walk over to Cici and kneel next to her. She looked up at me, and then turned away, a sudden expression of shame on her face.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I... came to support Master, and yet, I only ended up becoming a burden.” She responded with a depressed voice.

“My lord, I’m supposed to be your guard, but I’ve also found myself unable to protect you through anything!” Chance added as well.

They weren’t necessarily wrong. They had both insisted on coming along to protect me, yet I hadn’t just gone off by myself multiple times, but I had even had to rescue and protect them, as they weren’t high enough levels for this dungeon. In the next two battles, this discrepancy would only be worse.

This would have been a good time to put them in their place. I could finally crush their hopes of being my travel partners, and they would remain safe in the mansion from thereon. However, looking into their forlorn expressions, I just couldn’t do such a thing. I reached out and patted each of their heads.

“I need both of you by my side.” I declared. “You’re here to help me emotionally. You are here to keep me calm. Can you do that?”

Both girls looked a bit confused for a second, but then they gave nods. I felt glad that children were much easier to trick.
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There was a flash of light and the forth piece of the blessing appeared on each of our arms. I was still no closer to figuring out what this ultimate weapon was, nor why the Fey were after it. I also found no hint of Carmine. This was bad.

We had two more enemies to fight, yet, I could only find one more piece of the dungeon’s lore. The direction we were going put the dungeon boss room in front of the safe room, so I wouldn’t see the final lore unless I defeated the final boss, and by then it wouldn’t even matter. It was frustrating, but I already had a good idea of what the majority of the story was. We had one boss fight left, the SS boss, and then we’d be on our way to the dungeon master’s dungeon. If we were lucky, we’d get there before the fey reached the room.

The only saving grace that we had was that the Fey didn’t know we were coming. They were moving in the comfort of their fog, believing that we were clueless to their intent. They didn’t even know about the secret passage that was intended for them. The fact that it would be the enemy in the fey passage and the fey’s fighting the surface way only showed just how broken dungeons were, and how their intended story always ended up upside-down.

As we progressed, I started to realize that in some ways, this alternative path was more difficult. It didn’t have any safe rooms, so you truly had to follow it like a gauntlet, one fight after another without break. You couldn’t tackle an island and then do the next island tomorrow, or defeat all the enemies and wait for the morning after a night of rest to take on the boss. Of course, I could create a portal and return at any time, but for anyone who wasn’t a Blue Mage, it was harder to say which path was the easier path.

I had started to see this path as the true gauntlet, and the one above to be a smokescreen. Then again, it didn’t matter how you beat the dungeon. As long as you beat it, you got access to the lore at the end. The lore was the ultimate reward for defeating a dungeon. It wasn’t the treasure room as many dungeon divers thought, but the information the dungeon had accumulated that ultimately had value.

You could destroy the lore, ending the dungeon once and for all. You could copy the lore, sparing the dungeon but learning all of its secrets. You could absorb the lore, taking the dungeon’s power and forcing it to become yours. Finally, you could complete the lore, forging it into a blessing that would strengthen your soul in sometimes unpredictable ways. Each of these options was a possibility, far beyond the destroy or complete option I had been offered upon entering my first dungeon.

The walk to the SS-class dungeon felt a bit shorter than the previous ones. Was it because the dungeons were smaller and closer together, or had my mind been wandering that much? I didn’t want to think about it. To date, this would be the hardest boss I had to fight on my own. I was confident I could defeat it if I had my party of girls together, but with the church, Titan Fall, and two young tag-along, this could be a truly difficult battle.

We prepared the best we could, opened the door, and headed into the battle.
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The typical boss room look, a large room with columns leading up to some kind of staging area for the monster in question, seemed to become more feral the larger you went down the dungeon. On this floor, which would have been the equivalent of the sixtieth floor on any other dungeon, the greenery and forest made it look like we were still outside. However, the same basic look and size existed. The underwater boss room of the last fight was replaced with a forest floor. The columns were massive tree trunks, and the artificial sky, if there was one, couldn’t be seen over the thick greenery.

As I was looking around for the boss, I heard a giant thump. It was the sound of a footstep. There was another, and then a third. At that point, I had managed to triangulate the sound. It was then that something massive burst out between the trees. As soon as I saw it, I couldn’t help but take a step back, my mouth opening wide.

“What is that thing? A giant lizard?” Anne cried out.

The monster looked in our direction, its nose letting out mist as it opened its toothy mouth and then bellowed a massive roar that shook the boss room.

“It’s a T-Rex!” I cried out. “What is with the dinosaurs?”

That was the only reaction I was able to give before the T-Rex turned our way and then started racing toward us. I honestly would have been a lot calmer if it was a dragon. At least that would have felt more reasonable. First, we fought a crocodile, and then it turned into a dinosaur. Was this so-called redundancy? I didn’t want to fight an extinct animal! What would people think if I brought this thing back to my world?

Well, I didn’t get to have my way. I grabbed the girls and jumped out of the way. After the crocodile, I wasn’t going to let one of them get grabbed again. I had a feeling the dinosaur would just swallow them whole rather than using them as some kind of lore.

The paladins seemed to feel the same way as they rushed out to meet the dinosaur. They were subsequently trampled by it. The men let out cries as one was stomped on while another was seemingly kicked away. They did manage to delay the dinosaur for enough time that Anne and her inquisitor were able to get spells off. Titan’s Fall was also able to move out of the way, where they seemed to be planning a trap as well.

I landed in a tree that was high enough that it was out of the T-Rex’s mouth range. The T-Rex couldn’t climb with those short arms, so they would be safe up here. I would have loved to just keep them in my soul world, but they wouldn’t get the blessings, and at least in Cici’s case, we wouldn’t be able to continue to the gauntlet without her. Another reason was that they wouldn’t get experience. During these boss battles, despite them not helping too much, they had gained at least ten levels each.

“I want to help!” Chance still cried out defiantly.

A paused for a second, considering just telling her no. However, I had brought them along to earn experience. If I just protected them the entire time, then they wouldn’t learn anything, no matter how much experience they gained. They might stall in their leveling if they focused too much on leveling and not enough on learning.

I looked around the boss room. At this point, the dinosaur was trampling after Anne and the Inquisitor. Titan’s fall shot a rope across two trees and then tried to use them to trip the dinosaur in its path. It stumbled slightly, but the girls hadn’t been able to bring it down. That’s when a thought came to me. I leaned toward Chance and Cici and started whispering my plan.
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Anne had been running from dinosaur. It seemed to have a particular like for her, as it seemingly ignored the paladins and the Titan’s Fall girls specifically to chase her. If I had to guess, that first spell she cast was a doozy, and she had earned aggro. Aggro was a video game term. It meant very little to intelligent beings. It worked well enough fighting mobs, but when a creature was sentient, it couldn’t always be fooled in such a childish way. However, these dumb monsters that this dungeon seemed to stick with were very prime for aggro. The party member who did the most damage and attracted the most interest was the one the boss would seek out. That appeared to be Anne.

“Get away! Get away!” She cried out as she weaved between trees trying to avoid it only for the beast to ram right through them and take bites at her.

She wasn’t prone to fighting, so the ability to cast magic while on the move was outside of her ability. The paladins who had recovered from being trampled were desperately chasing after her trying to form a defensive line, but the dinosaur and Anne were moving too fast for the heavily armored men to catch up. As the inquisitor, she had split directions with Anne before, hoping to confuse the dinosaur who wouldn’t chase after both of them. Little did she know that the dinosaur was honed in on Anne and followed her without hesitation. She could have thrown up a spell of her own, but it was clear she was afraid of earning aggro herself and being in Anne’s situation.

When it came to Titan’s Fall, they were attempting the damage the dinosaur, but they could only get a single hit in at a time, causing superficial damage as the dinosaur was stuck on Anne. This cat and mouse game continued for ten minutes, but it finally ended when Anne made a mistake. She tripped while trying to jump over a log that was too tall for her short stature, and she ended up face-planting in the dirt.

She quickly spun around, but the T. Rex was already over her. It started advancing on her, and in a panic, Anne backed up until her back hit a tree. It bared its large teeth, and she could only look up in horror as the dinosaur leaned down ready to eat her in a single bit.

“Now!” I leaped in front and grabbed Anne.

The teeth snapped shut where we had been as I picked her up and started moving. She still had aggro whether she was in my arms or running, so the dinosaur having missed his meal let out a roar of anger before following after us.

“Where have you been this fight!” Anne cried out, hitting my chest tearfully.

“Why are you hitting me?” I complained as she struggled in my grip.

It was hardly the time to fight after I just saved her and we were being chased by a T. Rex.

“Stupid hero! Stupid man! I almost died!” She whined, still hitting my chest.

“Will you stop? I’m going to drop you. Ahh! We’re here!”

I had no choice with her struggling like she did. I grabbed her and tossed her over my shoulder. She immediately started kicking again, so I reached up and spanked her behind. I had done it without thinking, and I realized as soon as I did it that she’d start complaining even more. Except, she didn’t. Instead, Anne immediately stopped fighting.

I didn’t have time to dwell on it though, as I fell into a skid, sliding just under the ropes. Cici and Chance had created a trap, lacing together countless ropes across the trees. As soon as I skidded to stop, I pointed down at a red-faced Anne.

“Stay there!”

To my surprise again, she did. She just looked up at me without saying a thing. At that moment, the T. Rex struck the ropes. It was like a web of them, and they all got wrapped around it. Unlike the single rope, Titan’s Fall used, this was wrapped around its neck and body, including its mouth which kept it from biting. It started to panic, but with its momentum broken and its body restrained, I leaped at it, delivering various attacks.

At the same time, Titan’s Fall reached from behind now that it had stopped moving, and launched their attacks. A few minutes later, the T. Rex finally fell, unable to put up resistance to attacks from every side. The SS ranked boss was defeated.
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It wasn’t necessarily fair to call each boss an C through SS rank. This was ultimately an assessment invented by people based on their difficulty. There was nothing specifically that made the S rank less or more difficult than the SS rank. Maybe their levels would be a bit different, but then again, maybe they wouldn’t.

Usually, a dungeon was built in a way that the miasma came from the bottom of the dungeon and slowly spread to the top. The top of the dungeon included a far lower amount of miasma than the bottom. This meant that the lower dungeons were more difficult. More miasma fed the monsters and bosses so that they were also at a higher level and more difficult. However, when it came to these islands, such a structure wasn’t necessarily the case.

The miasma was kept high in this corridor where monsters were summoned, and low on the surface where they were released. These monsters wouldn’t continuously be fed by miasma. The only thing that kept them there was the geographical fact that they were on an island. They were essentially produced to be experience for challengers and killed. Where monsters born in other dungeons slowly grew more powerful over time, the only monsters in these dungeons that had such a setup were the bosses, and even then there was no particular focus that wasn’t artificially created by the dungeon.

The difficulty of the monsters and the bosses were all sorted by the dungeon itself, designed to create this gauntlet. Therefore, although we had defeated the T. Rex, I wouldn’t necessarily expect all future bosses of the so-called SS-ranked level to be that easy to defeat. The difficulty was an arbitrary thing, and no sooner did you think you had fought a difficult boss until you have to deal with one completely underwater or maybe in burning lava, or some other environment that would be impossible to fight in normally.

“Prelate, what should we do now?” The paladins asked their leader after the T. Rex was vanquished.

It did have a drop, by the way, but I didn’t dwell on it and allowed Titan’s Fall and the Paladins to decide on it themselves. It was some kind of blade that resembled a T. Rex tooth.

The Prelate’s face turned pink and she pushed her fingers together, suddenly looking a bit shy. “I think we should follow Deek.”

“Ehhhh?”

It seemed like after saving her life, she had become a bit more bearable. The paladins seemed to be greatly dismayed by this though. Thankfully, I didn’t need to be a part of it, as I was checking the last mural as quickly as I could. I considered just doing a mad jump to the boss room and intercepting our enemy before they entered.

The fog-filled SSS class island should be in full view now. However, I wasn’t confident even all of us together could handle the onslaught of an island full of such creatures. They were at a level that Aberis as a country couldn’t handle. Every single one of them would be a country-wide threat that could destroy cities in the blink of an eye. They would mobilize their entire army to stop it, and even then, there would be no guarantee.

Thoughts about the upcoming fight seemed to leave my mind as I looked at the mural.

“The weapon... that can’t be!”
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I glanced over the mural for a third time, trying to make sure that the vague pictures were saying what I thought they were saying. This wasn’t a scene that existed from the moment the champion pulled the light. Rather, this was a scene showing it being buried.

“This... can’t be...” I repeated, still in a state of shock.

“Is it so surprising?” A voice came from behind. “You had to be curious... where you all began.”

I looked back to see Calypso standing there. Throughout this entire trip, she had been like a taunting ghost, knowing something that I didn’t. Even now, she was standing there without anyone holding her chains. In their excitement, the foolish paladins had let her go, and she had wandered over here while they were still checking on Anne.

The image showed this country, accept that there had once been more of it. Aberis was more like the center of the country, and there was much more to the south of the Ost Republic. That was the location of a dungeon, and from that dungeon came the humans.

If the mural was to be believed, the humans came out of the dungeon and slowly started to form their own country, not unlike the demons. When the war began, the Fey used a weapon of mass destruction on the land. They blew up the human lands and sunk them into the sea with a powerful weapon. It showed some kind of meteor, one many times larger than the meteor I summoned. It was a meteor summoned with the efforts of hundreds of Fey, and the target of it was the dungeon of the humans.

The meteor landed, killing all of the humans and sinking their lands. All that remained were those seven islands, the Tearfall Islands. That was where the name had come from. It was named after the horrible destruction that was wrought on the land to wipe out the humans. It seemed that after wiping out the white mages, their next step was to wipe out the source of all humans. They tried to purge them from this land.

The Fey had assumed that their mass devastation would finally end the threat of humans, but they hadn’t accounted for one tiny little thing, the rise of faith. The remaining humans turned to religion to protect their feelings of loss and hopelessness. The first churches rose, as did the priests. The priests began to resurrect the people, and soon humanity exploded... but before they had their land, and now all they had was the remains of Faerith.

I had always thought humans were the enemies in this situation. They had selfishly come and kicked the Fey out of their land. This changed everything though. The Fey had attacked first, wiping out the human lands, and so the humans had no choice but to take over the Fey. There were no good guys and no bad guys in war. It was hardly so simple.

“You understand what they are after now? What they dug for all those years ago?”

I gave a slow nod. “The human dungeon lore. They want humanity’s core!”
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I was only working off a few mural mosaics etched in tiles on a wall. It was hard to say that every conclusion I came to was the absolute truth. The more I learned about this world, the more I could guess, but in the end, it all was a guess.

“This gauntlet... it’s not just there to pass on a champion’s award, is it?” I asked quietly.

“It is not.” Calypso sighed.

“It was there to block off and imprison the human dungeon.” I finished.

In the same way that the deep dwarf king had created a dungeon to restrain Twilight, the Fey had created a dungeon to block the human dungeon. Intrinsically, Fey hated dungeons. Dungeons were a corruption of Gaia, and it stood against everything they cared about. It never made sense that the Fey would turn around and create some dungeon to pass on some champion’s gift. However, that wasn’t the original reason the dungeon came to be.

“At the time, their goal was to stop the humans from growing. They had already settled the untamed parts to the south, and with their tendency to resurrect and tensions growing on the border, the Fey feared that one day they would fall to the humans.” Calypso explained.

“They made the first strike?”

“It’s hard to say. This all didn’t happen at once. It was countless wars, scattered across countless centuries. It only escalated more and more. Sometimes, they were at peace. Sometimes, they were at war.”

“Like the humans and the demons...” I suggested.

There had been at least three all-out wars between demons and humans, and still, they sat at a standstill. Some say the demons gained a bit of ground every year. The entire country of Imperial Cloud Meadow seemed to exist specifically to fight in this battle. We were down south where it didn’t touch us, and even then, we felt the effects of it from time to time. If the demon and human war were allowed to keep going on, would it eventually end up the same way? Would we use some kind of dangerous attack attempting to wipe them off the face of the Earth?

Would we even have a chance, or would the fight be between Feys and demons instead? They could ally to wipe us out. Would they do that? They feared us like we feared demons. The enemy of my enemy was my friend. Wasn’t that the saying?

“It was only after the humans recovered, using the power of the church to overthrow the war, that the Fey realized the human dungeon they had worked to bury was the only thing they had that could help them win. They had built the trial... the first trial, to block off access to the human dungeon, but it was that very access that they needed.” Calypso continued.

“So, they summoned a champion from another world, and sent them to conquer the dungeon and recover the human core.” I finished. “Why? What can they do with human lore? Can they wipe out all humans?”

“The lore from the human’s original dungeon contains a trace of mana intrinsic to all humans,” Calypso explained. “If they get their hands on that, they can force it to merge with Gaia... thus causing humans to finally fully merge with this world.”

“Merge with this world? Why would that-” I stopped in mid-question because the answer finally hit me.

Resurrection. They planned to take resurrection away from the humans.
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There was only one reason that the Fey fell to the humans, and that was because of resurrection. Human souls diverged enough from the native lore that they could be resummoned after an unnatural death. In some ways, they had to be like an army of intelligent zombies, storming forth from a dungeon and continuing to take land away from the Fey. It wasn’t particularly surprising that the Fey reacted so violently.

The first thing they tried to do was annihilate the lore of the White Mage, keeping them from resurrecting their own. Even with this, the humans were too far, and the dungeon they came from only acted as an open gate allowing more and more humans through. Thus, they summoned a great and powerful meteor down on their continent. The damage had to be brutal, and it would have hurt the Fey too. I couldn’t imagine a situation where it didn’t. Generations must have passed under the cold and brutal winter created by the Fey.

I also theorized that this was the point when Faerith started to become overrun with dungeons. It wasn’t just the humans anymore, but beastkin, osterians, elves, dwarves, esmere, and probably other species that had never managed to get a hold on the land. While the Fey were recovering from the backlash of their attack, the humans did the same. However, they fell onto faith, created a church, and began resurrecting once again. Despite being at ground zero and being cut off from their origin, the humans didn’t just survive; they thrived.

They began to take over and settle the Fey lands. They probably weren’t the only ones at this point. While this was happening, the beastkin were taking over some of the land, the osterian took over others. Eventually, the Fey felt they had no choice but to flee. They attempted to do one last thing before they fled though. At some point, they must have realized how to finally end human’s ability to resurrect. Maybe, they had always known, but at the time, they didn’t want human lore to merge with Gaia. That would mean humans were part of Gaia’s lore. Such an act probably felt like a sacrilege for them.

Either way, they finally decided to merge their lore, but they had stupidly buried it and put a dungeon on top of it to keep it away from the humans. I had my theory that by doing this, they were keeping another human king from being born. Whatever human got control of the human core would become the human king. Much like the demon king in the demon lands, this person would have the power of the human lore behind them. They would be extremely powerful.

The champion who had defeated the previous human king had to fight their way through a dungeon of the Fey’s own making to acquire the human lore. Unfortunately, that was where the story ended. I was missing the final piece. One of the murals had shown the champion making it to the core, yet I didn’t know what happened next. The final mural was out of my reach too. I had no choice but to enter the boss battle without that last piece of information.

“Calypso...” I started.

“What are you doing in here? I thought we were in a hurry?” Anne seemed to have recovered her old demeanor a bit after her crisis and was now glaring at me with her hands on her hips.

“Time is running out.” Calypso’s words came out playfully, despite the severity of the situation.

I had questions I wanted to ask her, but I had a hunch she wasn’t going to answer them.

“Let’s go.”

The answers would be in that final boss room.
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The second to last blessing formed on my arm, and I started to grow a bit more cautious about it. Up until this point, I had been following along that this dungeon was a simple dungeon designed to challenge someone and offer a gift. I was learning that the dungeon’s origins were far more complicated than that. I could understand that the dungeon was designed to keep humans from reaching the human core, but why did they save it in the first place?

Why did they give people a blessing that strengthened them each step of the way? If the goal was to keep them from surviving, this blessing seemed counterintuitive. There were just far too many questions. Every answer only created another question. The biggest question of all was Calypso. What was her involvement in all of this? At first, I had just assumed she was knowledgeable, but her knowledge went above what was normal.

I pondered these things as we moved at a brisk pace for the last boss room. We couldn’t afford to take a break or think about it. Our only choice was to get to the dungeon before the other party. Thankfully, this last stretch was no worse than the previous paths. From beginning to end, the dungeon hadn’t given off any surprises for a change. There would be no mobs or traps on this hidden side path. As we approached the door to the boss room, it immediately started to open.

“We made it!” one of the Titan Fall girls cried out excitedly.

I frowned as I looked at the door. It opened as we approached like it was expecting us. However, in the past, Cici had to first touch the door. It was only after she touched it that the door read her fairy magic and then opened it for us. This time, it happened far too quickly.

“Be ready for anything,” I whispered.

The group of us walked up into the boss room. We emerged into a large savanna-like plan. Lying dead appeared to be a massive sabertooth tiger. It was dead, and standing around it was a group of people. The one I recognized immediately was a paladin in white armor.

“Carmine!” I cried out before I could stop myself.

The people across from me, all Fey, immediately drew their swords, turning to us aggressively. As that happened, I began to realize the truth. The door had opened because they had just defeated the boss. We were too late. The two groups faced each other silently for a few moments, taking each other in. That’s when someone stepped out in front. She had long yellow hair, and she immediately pulled out a sword and pointed it at us.

“You! When we found the paladin, I should have known you would show up soon enough.” A woman grinned darkly. “I didn’t expect us to meet so soon, but now I’m glad that I have. It’s time for you to face your fate.”

I blinked, feeling like the girl was somewhat familiar, but it wasn’t quite clicking. “Who are you?”

“You dare!” She snapped. “I am the princess of Fey emporer, Kaia! You killed my sister. Now, die!”
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Over time, I had annealed a lot of memories to my soul. Countless blessings, jobs, and information had attached to me, and I had even had my soul cut in half. It shouldn’t have been too surprising that during that time when my soul was ripped in two and I had two memories from two different places, then some of those memories wouldn’t be the clearest.

As she announced herself, I started to remember my trip to the Faerie Plains in more detail. I had been trying to avoid the Fey after realizing that they were hostile toward humans. We were hiding in a cave when a group appeared and attacked us. It was a group of escaped slaves, and they were being led to freedom by a Fey. That Fey was this woman. This confused me though because she was sympathetic to humans.

“Why are you here?” I asked blatantly. “I thought you wanted to help the human slaves?”

“Help?” She let out a laugh. “Help? You killed my sister and started a rebellion that killed thousands, and you want to speak of help?”

“I had nothing to do with them,” I answered warily.

“You encouraged them!” She pointed a finger hatefully. “The Waterfield Rebellion had just ended. Demetri just wanted to live on a farm for the rest of his life. He wanted to have a family and live in peace. Then, you came along, and you filled him with the idea of a Human King. You told him about the humans here, and a society where humans could live free. He began a new rebellion... one that lasted for two months. The Waterfield Rebellion was a drop in the bucket compared to what you did.”

“Okay... they had the right to be free...” I was trying to think as quickly as possible to de-escalate the situation.

“What do you know of it?” She snarled. “You came, killed my family in front of me, and then started a war. A thousand Fey died, and we had to purge ten times that many humans to put an end to it.”

“You... killed them?”

Her expression turned haunted for a second, but then she shook her head like she was trying to convince herself of something. “You killed them! This was your fault. I was just letting them live free... but you turned them into weapons. You turn the innocent into weapons. I see that hasn’t changed.”

Her eyes flicked to the two girls next to me, who quickly dodged behind, hiding their faces.

“I never asked Demetri to fight for me. What he’s chosen to do...”

“He’s dead!” She snapped, stopping my words. “I... killed him with my own two hands.”

“You... what?”

“I had to... I had to stop it. No one asked him to trust me to a peace talk.” She laughed. “He thought I would act fairly and that we would come to peaceful terms, but why would I be fair? How can there be peace between Fey and Humans? Were you fair when you beheaded my sister? You’re a murderer, and every human is a virus. All humans deserve death!”
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When I had ended up on the Faerie Plains, I had been half of a man. I was filled with anger and loneliness. I had fought for my life in the Twilight dungeon and had been deprived of my harem of girls for a long time. I was possibly at my lowest point, and when the fey started to advance on me while treating humans like trash and slaves, I had grown angry. I recalled the name of the woman I had killed. It was Nerissa. She wasn’t the first person I had ever killed, and she wouldn’t be the last.

At the time, it had seemed like the best option. I had feared Nerissa would cause trouble for me if I left her alive, so I had killed her. I had left her sister alive though, never thing that the tame and peaceful Kaia would change so much. It had only been a few months, but she had hardened a lot. Her once naïve eyes that sort of reminded me of my own when I first came to this world were gone. She was a hard woman, the kind of person who would stab someone in the back whom she had promised to negotiate with.

The human rebellion on the Faerie Plains had ended so pitifully, that it was kind of sad. Demetri, who had once been saved by Kaia, had trusted her to talk peace with him honestly. Meanwhile, I was sure her family told her that this was her last chance to fix the mistakes she had caused. It was abundantly clear which choice she had made.

“Great Human King, we await the day of your return!”

Those were the last words that Demetri had left for me. Yet, I hadn’t even made a single attempt to return. I had almost completely forgotten about the fey. On the list of things, I had to do, it was so far back on my list that it might as well not exist. Had they not invaded, I might not have ever honored that promise. Yet, that man had died believing in me, and this woman had become a monster becomes of my actions. Was this entire invasion my fault? Was I the reason they were here?

It wasn’t like I had any more time to ponder this question. It was only a moment after we finished talking that a slot opened in the floor and a pedestal began to raise out of it. On top of the pedestal was a shining orb, the dungeon core. No, it was the human core.

At the same time, Carmine began to glow with light. Most of her armor was in pieces now. The majority of her body was exposed, the undergarments filled with cuts and bruises. She hadn’t looked at me once, even when I shouted her name. Her eyes were blank, staring ahead. This was some kind of puppetry magic. I was certain of that.

“Let her go!” I shouted, taking a step forward.

“Hehe... will she even go with you?” Kaia asked teasingly as the glow stopped, and I could see a completed blessing on Carmine’s arm. “Carmine, go fetch the orb for us.”

“No! Carmine, stop!” I called out. “It’s me, Deek. I’m here.”

Carmine did stop for just a moment, but then she started walking toward the orb. I cursed, using Phase shift to lunge for the orb. When I got close to it, I felt a burning in my arm. A powerful strike shot out and I stumbled back. It was the girls from Titan’s Fall that caught me.

“Oops...” Kaia laughed, lifting her arm. “It looks like you didn’t complete the blessing.”
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Since we weren’t the ones to defeat the final dungeon, I didn’t get the completed blessing. I now realized that the blessing wasn’t some powerful enchantment, but a key. You needed all six parts to be able to touch the core on top of the pedestal. That led to one confusion for me. Why did they have Carmine? She might be a good tank, but there was no way they’d need her that bad. Unless...

“They need a human to touch the lore!” I cried out. “A Fey can’t! We need to stop her!”

Kaia’s face couldn’t help but turn ugly, telling me everything that I needed to know. The standstill between the two groups broke into chaos. The fey flooded forward at the same time as our people. My target was clear. If I could reach the pedestal, then I had to reach Carmine. They seemed to realize that, and they were all on me. As I raced forward, numerous spells and attacks were aimed in my direction. I desperately blocked or dodged them as I maintained my momentum toward her.

The pedestal was on a staircase in the center of the room that had seemingly risen from the floor. She was taking each step one at a time as if she was in a daze. I couldn’t imagine the state of mind that she was in. She would have thought I had died. She had come here to try to clear her mind of me, only to be pulled in and used as a crony for their plans.

They had been trying to capture a human with the appropriate blessings. They needed someone strong enough to reach the end. It likely seemed like perfect karma for Kaia to find that person as Carmine. Carmine was with me in the Faerie Plain. They would have recognized each other. Cursing at my luck, I dodged another attack.

“Carmine! I’m here!” I yelled out as I leaped toward her.

I took several painful hits, but I just managed to get my hand on her. I was on the ground next to the pedestal, while she was standing and reaching for it. I immediately used Enslavement. Even if she was under puppetry control, there was an authority that defeated that. I blew through Kaia’s control and took over my own. Carmine stopped inches from grabbing the orb. She blinked a couple of times and then stepped back.

Her confused eyes fell on me. I looked up at her, giving an awkward smile.

“M-master?”

“Hey...” I groaned, still feeling the effects of being hit with a few nasty spells.

“Master!” She lowered down and grabbed me, helping me to my feet.

“Carmine, it’s been a while,” I said as we finally were looking at each other directly.

Her eyes started to grow wet. “I... thought you were dead.”

“Never...” I forced a smile on my face.

“Master!” She reached out and grabbed me, hugging me tightly.

Since she no longer was wearing much of a breastplate, I could feel her large soft things pressing against me nicely. It was a feeling that I was sure Anne would find blasphemous.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve held this.” A voice seemed to cut through all of the fightings going on.

Everyone had stopped fighting and was now staring at something that had happened right next to us. Calypso was standing next to the pedestal, and in her hands was the human dungeon core, no longer under the protection of the dungeon.
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“Calypso?” I grabbed Carmine and took a few steps back down the platform.

“You... you look familiar...” Kaia asked.

“Am I?” Calypso asked. “I wonder.”

“I see your chain,” Kaia licked her lips. “You’re not an ally of these humans. If you give me that, then you’ll be freed.”

Calypso glanced at Kaia, and then threw back her head and laughed. “To be freed, I would have had to be imprisoned in the first place. Don’t you think?”

As she spoke, her chains disappeared like smoke. Kaia’s eyes widened, but she otherwise made no move.

“We can still make a deal, can’t we? I don’t know how you removed the core without the dungeon’s blessing, but we can give you money and power if you hand it over.”

I hadn’t looked away from Calypso since I had seen her take it. I watched her very warily. The one thing about Calypso is that I never knew what direction she’d go. She was truly a wild card. One moment, she was a pirate, and the next moment she was saving your life. I had never had a good read on her. I did realize that she was probably right. She had never truly been imprisoned. She could have escaped at any time.

“I should destroy this lore.” She declared. “It has very little use anymore. The humans have long since broken away from it, and it only serves to be an inconvenience for them... and me.”

“Then, hand it over,” Kaia asked hopefully, although her voice still held a bit of arrogance and demand that only could come from an emperor’s daughter.

“Now, that would be self-destructive.” Calypso let out a laugh. “I am human, after all, or at least I was once human. This lore has allowed me to live up until now. If I destroy it now, I will die, and if I give it to you, I will also die. This is quite the conundrum.”

“Live up until now?” Kaia asked. “What does that... you’re the human king?”

“If a person becomes master of the core of their race, then they become that species king,” Calypso spoke calmly. “They are granted an immortal life and given power equal to the strength of the entire species. Of course, their soul is tied to the core, and if it is destroyed, so will they be. A new core may be born in time, but in the meantime, the species will be without a true king. I suppose that describes me. How is the immortal empress doing?”

Kaia made a face. “To think, the human king was you all along. I had feared it was that Deek person. We had hoped he hadn’t taken it and that we’d finally be able to finish the purpose the champion failed at centuries ago.”

“Failed...” Calypso repeated that last word, looking into the lore. “Yes, perhaps their life was nothing but failures. In that case, shouldn’t we leave it to another to decide our fate?”

With that, Calypso suddenly tossed the orb. I reached out instinctively, and the orb landed in my hand.

“Wh-what?” I was shocked that she suddenly threw it at me.

“If you merge with the orb, you will become the human king.” Calypso declared. “The choice is now with you.”
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Calypso was the human king? This orb allowed someone to take on the mantle of the world’s king? There was so much information to process, and I had almost no time to do it. I had the orb in my hand. This had been what I had come here for. Should I absorb it? Should I destroy it? Or should I protect it? All of those things were spiraling in my head as Kaia stared darkly and hatefully in my direction.

“You’re done, Kaia.” I declared. “You’ve lost.”

I threw the lore into my soul world just in case. I then took a step away and began creating a portal back to the main island. I made sure to put some of the paladins between myself and Kaia’s group. At the moment, the two groups were standing off against each other, and at any moment that balanced could be tipped. There was no point in staying any longer though. I had gotten what I had come for.

If we stayed there, we were only looking to end up in a battle with Kaia. The truth was that I didn’t know how powerful Kaia and her fey army were. Typically, the fey had higher levels than humans. This was because there was more free mana on the fairy plain than didn’t have as many dungeons. In the same way, a dungeon creature could grow stronger faster when there was more miasma, a mana creature did the same. A normal citizen there might have been a strong as a guard, a standard guard might have been as strong as an elite, and so on. I had barely touched on the elites from my continent. I couldn’t imagine how powerful the elites from the fairy plan were.

They had defeated the SSS-ranked dungeon boss, the master of this entire dungeon, and they didn’t look to be particularly beat up in the process. If we came to a fight, I wasn’t confident we could even put up a fight, let alone win. The good thing was that they didn’t know any more about us. We had made it there and in record time. As far as they knew, we were just as powerful as them. Rather than let them figure out they had the upper side, it was best to escape quickly.

As the portal started to form, Kaia sneered at me. “You think this is over? This isn’t over. That was merely one of our plans. While you were busy here, we already made our move!”

Her words were immediately backed by the sound of an explosion. I could smell smoke and blood as soon as the portal opened, as well as the distant screams of people seemingly in battle. Kaia wasn’t lying. While we had been making our way through the dungeon, she must have timed her invasion to be about the same time they completed the dungeon. The island was under attack!

“Let’s go!”

I didn’t need to give the others a look before they were jumping through the portal. I dragged Carmine and Calypso with me. Behind us, Kaia held off her attack, allowing us to retreat. I could hear her laughter. I seemed to recall she had once been sweet and polite, if not a little snobby. Now, her laughter sounded almost insane.

“There is nowhere to run, Human King. We’ll find you! We’ll find you and destroy you!”
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I made sure that the portal closed behind us. I felt a little better to not have the pressure of her party bearing down on me, but that only lasted a moment as I looked out over the bay. I hadn’t teleported into the city, but to the shoreline where the dungeon entrance had formed. It seemed like the safest place, as I didn’t want to startle anyone. The sea was filled with ships sailing in. Some were in the midst of battles with other ships. A few were acting defensively, trying to prevent them from landing, but the majority were trying to flee, only to be shot down with magic spells.

“No fog...” one of the girls from Titan’s fall commented.

“The fog would only get in the way,” Alysia spoke up, causing the girls to all glance at me. “They want to stop word of this from getting to the mainland. They’re aiming to take over the islands completely.”

It wasn’t a particularly bad idea. Their plan had been made without expecting me to be there. There was no particular reason the fey would believe I could make a portal into and out of the dungeon. I had only used that ability once in front of Kaia, and that was using my dungeon as a power source to make a portal I normally wouldn’t have had the mana reserves to cover. This place was isolated, and compared to the pirate’s cover, it was a step up.

Anyone who died in the dungeon was still trapped by the rules of the dungeon. They couldn’t be reincarnated outside of the dungeon, so as long as they could create an impenetrable blockade, it could be months before anyone found out. With all of the heads of the Ost Republic trapped here, the southern continent wouldn’t be able to respond to the invasion at all. Aberis would be completely clueless as the fey invaded a little bit at a time.

“The dungeon should be collapsing soon with the core gone.” Anne sniffed. “They won’t be able to hide for very long.”

“I wonder...” I responded quietly.

“Hmm?” Anne glanced at me.

“Ah, just having a thought.” I shook my head. “Were the fey aware that the peace talks were going on?”

“How could they have known such a thing?” Anne immediately dismissed it. “You’re giving them too much credit.”

I wasn’t so sure about that either. Looking at the plumes of smoke rising in the distance, various fires spread over the dark landscape of the main island, and the sound of screaming in the distance, I wished I had portaled much closer.

“Deek!” Eliana’s Slave communication which had been mostly quiet up until now suddenly went activated, and I could hear her distressed voice.

The only reason I had been able to survey the situation calmly was that Eliana hadn’t called on me. I had hoped she and the rest of the council were in a relatively safe position on the island. The invasion had only just started, so it stood to reason they hadn’t made it too far yet.

“Alysia, we’re going. Chance, keep up!” I didn’t wait any longer, instead of pushing off the ground and leaping toward the city and the center of the battle.
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I sent Elysium through a pack of men. As they died, I was able to get a better look at them. They were fey, but a variety of different species. They were pirates. The fey had seemingly captured the pirates Calypso and was forcing them to fight on their behalf. It made sense. Pirates could be resurrected, while the fey could not. Why would they waste their people on a battle that could be dedicated to others? Perhaps, that was why they were willing to start the invasion rather than wait for the outcome on the SSS island. No fey was even at risk.

I heard several people shouting pirates as they fled. If they weren’t looking closely at the boats, they might have thought this was just some massive pirate invasion. However, those boats were far too orderly, large, and plentiful to be pirates. Still, if anyone did manage to get the word out, the word would be that the Tearfall Isles were a part of a sudden pirate attack. The fey had truly planned out this invasion on several levels.

I quickly honed in on Eliana on the map, using the red marks to help me discover when I was approaching enemies. I came up to the main building, where there was a group of men marked with red trying to break inside. I didn’t waste any time cutting them all down. It was unlikely anyone would resurrect any of them, but I couldn’t spare any sympathy for those who not only attacked their own but betrayed them to an enemy. These pirates must have known who they were working for, and what the consequences of following them would be.

I thought about breaking through the barricade, but that would only startle them and remove some of the defenses they were using. That felt counterproductive to what I was trying to accomplish. Thus, I decided to open another portal and step directly in. Maybe, I should have done that as the first thing after coming out of the boss room, but it was too late now.

As the portal opened, a panting Chance finally reached me. “My lord... you’re hard to keep up with.”

I raised an eyebrow, and she immediately blushed. The other bodyguards would be ashamed if they were caught complaining about such a thing. I didn’t want to give her a hard time though, so I left I at that, taking her with me through the portal. Eliana was there on the other side. When she saw me, she let out a sigh of relief.

“Deek... you’ve returned. I was really worried I might not be able to reach you.”

“How are you guys holding out?” I asked.

“Not well.” A familiar councilman walked up to us. “We’re not equipped for such a battle. We’re outmanned. I’m drafting a surrender now.”

“Surrender?” Eliana’s response showed that she hadn’t been consulted about this decision.

The man seemed to stiffen even more than he already was. “They’ll leave once we give them some compensation.”

“Do you think this is just a pirate attack?” I asked in disbelief. “This is an invasion! We’re at war.”

“Well, what are we expected to do about it?” The councilman spoke in exasperation.

“If you had just joined with the mainland like I had asked...” Eliana began.

“Don’t you start! Even if we did get annexed by one of your mainland countries, you wouldn’t be able to provide us support on short notice. It’s hopeless! Surrender is our only option.”

I shook my head. “No, I might have another.”
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“We’ve managed to set up defenses here and here.” A man who looked to be the head of the island’s security forces declared. “The pirates have lightened their attacks lately. I think we have started to wear them down.”

“They’re not pirates, they are fey.” I interrupted. “And the reason they’ve slowed down their attack is that they failed to acquire the award at the end of the dungeon.”

Before I could do anything, we had to discuss plans with those present. We have recovered Anne, Calypso, and the rest I had left behind when I charged into their town hall. After I appeared, the fighting did seem to back off, which would have coincided with the fey getting in touch with their forces. Unfortunately, this defensible position put me up against many irritating people, including the merchant council that ran this island, and the leaders of the tribes who had arrived to begin their peace talks.

“I take offense to that!” A woman with pink hair in a ceremonial robe declared. “The fact that you try to villainize our people because of past events, you’re trying to put us in a place of disadvantage during the peace talks!”

She was a representative of the fey who remained. They had a tribe of several thousand in the south of the Ost Republic. They seemed to be as clueless to the fey invasion as anyone else. Culturally, they believed that the fey that tried to go overseas all died. Since then, they had more or less integrated with the rest of the species that established themselves on Faerith, although their numbers never recovered.

I had come to learn that most of them weren’t even full fey. Since they couldn’t be resurrected, a lot of them sought partners with another species so that their children could have the same chances as the children from other species, without the fears of death. Ultimately, she felt like more of a nuisance, seeming to think that my words were an elaborate ruse just to spite the fey.

“This isn’t what Lord Deek means.” Eliana tried to soothe the bristly politician.

“I also am not convinced of this so-called story.” The councilman who had been with us in the dungeon spoke up. “You claim to have beaten a dungeon in two days that couldn’t be conquered by even the best of us in centuries? You expect us to believe that?”

“That’s what happened.” I glared at him. “And we didn’t beat that last dungeon, but still managed to get the core.”

“Yes, this supposed species core.” He sneered. “Why have I never heard of such a thing? A core connected to every person of a certain species? One that can take away their resurrection? Bah!”

His words were dismissive, but some of the others present shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t know if that was because they were aware of such an artifact for their species, or were simply unnerved that such an artifact might exist and could be used against them at any time.

“You can ask Prelate Anne. She witnessed the entire event. She’s the leader of the church of the daughter!”

“She’s not the leader of my church!” A demon councilman cut in angrily. “If you claim that this human core can make you as powerful as the Demon King Aberon, then why don’t you use it and show us?”

It would be improper to call the demon colony down here part of the demons under Aberon. They were mostly outcasts. Some of them fled with Aberis, but after the Demon King fell, they weren’t welcome there and fled with the osterians. I had Eliana probe them very carefully, and the Demon King Aberis had never reached out to these brethren of his, and they had no clue he was even reincarnated. They never would have accepted him anyway in his reincarnated form. Bloodlines seemed to be pretty important to these demons, and they didn’t breed with other species like the fey had.

“We need to deal with the fey threat before we can do anything.” I declared.

“Hmph, this is a farce.” The demon snorted and crossed his arms.

I rubbed my forehead. I was starting to understand why Eliana was so stressed out these last few weeks. These people were unbearable to deal with.
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The conversation was supposed to be how we were going to put out guards. Naturally, the fey, the demons, the dwarves, the humans, and the merchants all had their small military force. Well, the merchant’s force was more like a security force. It was this reason as well as the aid of the adventuring guild that was quite large here that the city had managed to hold out as they did. However, every group was fighting independently of each other, and we needed to combine them.

Arguments over even those who were fighting sprang up almost immediately, and that hadn’t even grown to the point of unit distribution or sharing resources. I ended up getting roped into it for nearly an hour. Even though the fey attack had slowed down, it hadn’t stopped. Kaia had said that they had other plans, so I did not doubt that they’d be coming with something else soon enough. This was an invasion force that had been gathered and planned for months. A stronger defensive line wasn’t going to change the course of events.

I had considered summoning the girls and my army from Chalm, but Eliana told me that such an act would be seen as an act of war, ironically destroying the peace talks in the process. I considered the peace talks already destroyed, but Eliana begged me to hold off. I could just summon my girls, but there was still time for that. I started to think that a strong counterattack was the best option.

I slipped away from the meeting as they were arguing about food distribution. The dwarves ate more food than the demons, and so they insisted on discussing how food was going to be fairly distributed through the duration of this siege. In most of their minds, this wasn’t an invasion at all, but a pirate attack that would end once they got bored. If I had to hear it any longer, I was going to explode, and Eliana was rubbing her temples like she had a throbbing headache.

I wanted to be the supportive guy for my pregnant woman, but I decided I could support her far better by ending this battle. So, after feigning a bathroom visit, I opened a portal and stepped through. I stepped out into the dungeon where Calypso had been locked up once again. She had various times where she could have escaped now, but she had chosen not to. Furthermore, she had handed me the human orb. Did that mean I could trust her?

“Carmine?”

“Calypso hasn’t caused any trouble. The inquisitor tried to get some alone time with her, but I got her to bugger off. She called me a blasphemer, but Anne told her to retreat. I’m quite surprised. Prelate Anne has normally hated me.”

Carmine had been standing in the corner. I had asked her to be Calypso’s guard once we got back. I had feared the church might make a move again now that Calypso’s use was over.

“You’ve met her before?” I asked Carmine.

“Once... Mary attempted a meeting of the churches. Anne called me a cow. It failed quickly.” Carmine responded, not seeming to care at all.

“I see...” I turned to look at Calypso, who had her head back and was watching us with an unnerving smile. “You mind giving me some time with her... alone.”

“Master doesn’t plan to violate her, does he?” Carmine asked.

“Geh! Wh-what are you saying?”

“She hasn’t been initiated into the harem yet. I suppose you’ve already slept with all of the other girls since you’ve been back?”

“Th-that’s not... I mean... it’s not like that...” I held up my hands defensively, trying to ease the bristling anger coming from Carmine.

“Whatever... I want new armor.”

“Magical armor forged by deep dwarves?” My lips twitched.

“Hmph... that will do.” She spun around and left the room.

I let out a breath. Carmine had thought I was dead, was sent to train relentlessly in a monster gauntlet, and was then captured and used as a puppet by the fey. All the girls had gone through harrowing adventures and come back changed. Yet... Carmine hadn’t changed much at all.
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With Carmine gone, it was just me and Calypso. This was the first time I had the chance to speak to her alone since her initial capture. Well, Alysia was always there, but she had been by my side so long at this point that she felt like another part of me. She rarely commented on issues, and she only stepped in when she felt like I was in danger.

“Calypso, I need to know your story,” I said.

Calypso stared at me silently for several moments, and then she leaned back against the wall she was chained to. “Oh? It’s a rather long story, are you sure you truly care or are you just trying to figure out how to harness the power of the orb and become the human king?”

Calypso was smart and observant, but then again, for as long as she had been alive, she would have had to be. I had always assumed she had used some dark ritual involving sacrificing lives to extend her lifespan. She had certainly led me to believe that she had achieved her long lifespan through such a means. Then again, if such an ability existed, wouldn’t King Roth have been able to use it too? He was certainly ruthless and desperate enough that if sacrificing a few lives was all it would take, he’d do it.

The only answer was that King Roth wasn’t the Beastkin King. Sure, he was the King of Dioshin, but he didn’t have mastery of the Beastkin dungeon core that had brought them to this world. I knew that to be true because I had absorbed all of his lore and he didn’t contain such a thing. Some of his lore was relevant. There was just a hint of a story that suggested that the Beastkin lore had been destroyed. The way the tribes were, it wasn’t hard to believe that they’d rather destroy it than let any given species become the king of all beastkin forever. He wasn’t like Aberon, who must have held the true mastery of the Demon King, which was why he was still alive despite so much time.

“I don’t want immortality, and I don’t want the power.” I shook my head. “I just want to repel the fey and keep it from being used against humanity.”

The orb had remained in my soul world since Calypso had thrown it to me, and I had honestly been afraid to touch it. If it had some kind of connection to all of humanity, was it right to take on such power?

“It always starts that way, doesn’t it?” Calypso mused. “That’s how it always goes with these things. No one wants to claim mastery over their entire race, to become the slave master of your entire people...”

I blinked, and then my eyes widened as I started to realize the hint she had just given me. “It’s... like a soul that is connected to all people? That means, if you use slave master, you will enslave the entire population at once?”

“Do you know why I always found you fascinating, Deek?” She didn’t answer me but instead gave me a considering look. “When I betrayed them all and took the human orb as my own, I gained the ability to sense all of humanity. I have a connection to every human. I can... feel them. There is only one human being I am unable to feel. Do you know who?”

I already knew what she was going to say.

“Me.”
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“I will give you the knowledge you seek, Deek.” Calypso began, not giving any particular attention to her previous reveal.

I wasn’t that surprised though. I wasn’t a descendent of the humans that came from that dungeon. I was inexplicably brought there through some kind of teleportation. I never really understood why I ended up in Faerith, but I understood why I wouldn’t be one of those connected to the human core. From the moment the fey mentioned getting rid of resurrection, I wondered if such a skill would even affect me. After all, I had my unique mana signature. Most of my girls weren’t human, and those that were had been altered by my dungeon to the point where I didn’t think they’d be hard to pick out during a resurrection.

“Alright...”

“However, there will be a cost.”

“What’s the cost?” I asked suspiciously.

“This power... pushes you into a position above others. You will have governance over all humans. This is something you shouldn’t abuse.”

I gave her an incredulous look. “You’re one to talk about abusing power!”

“I’ve done a lot of things, Deek, but I have never abused the power that came from that core. I have never declared myself a ruler of men, or tried to enslave the human race. I could have done many things, and yet I stepped aside for most of history.”

I wanted to argue with her, but she had a point. If she was the human king for all of these years, she could have been in a far greater position than she was. Instead, she remained rather low-key. Perhaps, she played at being a bandit and played and being a pirate, but that was rather minor compared to the power she could have used and abused.

I also started to wonder what had brought her north to the demon realm. She had eventually been forced to become an incubator to the child Aberis. Was she up there trying to end the war between demons and humans? She had only become the bandit king in hopes of fighting against the demon lord Aberis, and she also happened to become a pirate on the seas just as an invasion began. Perhaps, I had never understood her true intentions from the beginning.

“I will never abuse or try to control the human race,” I swore.

“It’s not the humans that I’m worried about.”

“What?”

“The fey are your enemies...” She once again looked a bit uncertain. “Things always happen in war, animosity is created, and both sides begin to hate each other. When you have that power, you will be tempted to use it to wipe out your enemies. It might have the ability to destroy your enemies, but it will happen at the expense of yourself.”

Once again, I wanted to come up with some argument, but the words sounded reasonable. I knew about the animosity that Kaia had formed for me. I still worried that I might have been the cause of this entire invasion. If I hadn’t gone to the faerie plains, would they ever have sailed across the sea? At the very least, I didn’t think it’d be happening now.

“What are you asking from me?”

“No matter what happens, you must keep hold of yourself.” She declared.

“I don’t...”

“Promise me!”

Calypso’s words felt strange, and they left me wondering more about her lore. Just what had happened to the woman that she gave such a strange demand? Even though I wasn’t sure I understood, I was always going to be me. There was nothing that could change that.

I nodded. “I promise.”
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The method for taking dominion over the core wasn’t anything that I hadn’t already guessed. It was done sort of like how I made Alysia my sword. It was a cross between binding the energy to my soul and using a binding enchantment on it. The only reason I had gone to Calypso first was to make sure there wasn’t any trick or catch. Perhaps, I wouldn’t be able to become king while she was the king or something like that. If Calypso was to be believed, this wasn’t an issue.

Normally, I’d have trouble believing her, but her attitude had been strangely solemn, and I didn’t think she was lying or trying to manipulate me this time. For perhaps the first time since I had met her, she seemed as wise as her age should have made her. She seemed like an immortal tired with life and ready to pass on the mantle. I didn’t know why she chose me to pass it on to. I was the only person who wasn’t connected to this source of humanity, so why would she pick me? Maybe, it was because of that separation that she picked me.

Either way, I had to do this ceremony and bind with the orb. This wasn’t something that could be done in a few minutes. Like when Twilight needed days to bind with King Diorite, this was a similar type of connection. In essence, I was becoming the avatar of the human race on Faerith. I didn’t want this responsibility, but I didn’t have a choice. This was the only way I could get the power to deal with the fey invasion and protect the people. Prince Edward had thought that I might have the credentials to become the King of Aberis, and wanted to include me in his selection. I guess neither of us expected that I would be becoming a king in my own right, and so soon.

“You are going to begin tonight? Is that safe?” Eliana asked.

After meeting with Calypso, I had sat down with Eliana, Chance, and Cici and explained the plan. I didn’t include anyone else, as the least people who knew about it, the safer things would be. I was very aware of how important this was, and how vulnerable things would be while we did it.

“I don’t understand.” Eliana frowned as she spoke. “Do you need to do this here? Wouldn’t it make more sense to do the ceremony in Chalm where we’re safe?”

I shook my head. “According to Calypso, if I took the core out of this dungeon, the dungeon would reclaim it. If you haven’t noticed, the dungeon hasn’t started to fall apart yet. That’s because the core still exists and remains present. For me to successfully do it while maintaining the integrity of the core, I have to absorb it while in this dungeon, transferring from one to the next.”

That was one thing Calypso had told me that made me glad I spoke to her first. My first inclination had been to leave immediately and take the core someplace safer. Technically, the core was in my soul world, but my soul world was in the dungeon, so I guessed it counted. If I had portaled out of the dungeon, though, the core would have begun to break and perhaps it might have even shattered. In essence, it was being maintained by the dungeon in the same way the dungeon was being maintained by it.

“This still sounds dangerous,” Alysia spoke up. “Calypso also said that once the ceremony began, everyone in the dungeon would be aware it was happening. I believed she said something like you’d light up like a town square? Even with Titan’s Fall and Eliana’s guards, once you start doing this, the attacks will surely redouble and also be brutal.”

“I know... that’s why I made a call back home. I’m bringing in support.”
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The portal opened leading all the way back to Chalm. Of course, I wasn’t leaving, but waiting for people to arrive. If Kaia and the rest knew I was able to open this portal at any time I wondered how they would react. Actually, forget the enemy. If any of the council members in this building knew that I could just open a portal and leave, would they be willing to help?

We had ended up telling a bit of a fib to the tribes of the Ost Republic. I needed their armies and their defense for when the fey began their attack, and I couldn’t afford to have them refuse to defend or worse, demand to leave. I had hidden the fact I could open a portal out of the dungeon, and Eliana had finally managed to convince them to work together on defense. We didn’t tell them exactly what we were doing in the dungeon, but they knew that we had some plan we were going to use.

“Let me in! Hmph! Get out of my way!”

“I’m sorry, Deek...” The Titan Fall girls had been at the door blocking entry, but Anne was so tiny that she managed to slip under their reach and break through the door with the Inquisitor falling closely behind.

“You can let them in.” I sighed.

I figured it’d be more trouble trying to keep them out while I did something in secret rather than just explaining what was happening. While I didn’t want the council to know that I could leave at will, I didn’t feel like Anne would be the type of person to just run away when she had the chance.

“A... portal? What are you transporting?” Anne demanded as Titan Fall quickly closed the door to keep any other prying eyes from looking.

“Me...” A young-looking and short girl took a step in.

“Rubee!” Anne’s expression went from a questioning one to a look of pure delight.

She immediately ran past me and then threw her arms around Sapphire, who seemed to be expecting such a thing.

“Anne... it’s been a long time. I call myself Sapphire now.”

“Sapphire? That’s a pretty name too! I’m glad you continued to pick a name that ended in ‘e’ instead of a name that ended in ‘y’, like some big, ugly cows...”

“You know Sapphire?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

Anne turned, giving me a huff. “Of course, I know her! I’m the one who found her! Sapphire saved my soul.”

“You’re exaggerating.” Sapphire looked slightly embarrassed.

“How could I be exaggerating?” She sniffed, wrapping an arm around Sapphire like they were close friends. “I was just once a lowly peon in the church of the mother. Then, one day while investigating a new dungeon, I encountered this beauty. I found a woman with a chest smaller than mine, and that’s how I found my path to the church of the daughter. When I saw how cool big sister Sapphire is, not like that fat, flappy cow woman, I knew that flat-chest is justice!”

Was it just me, or did Anne’s backstory somehow make Sapphire’s backstory less dramatic?
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“That fat cow probably told you something like she was the one who spared Sapphire’s life, right?” Anne looked accusingly at me. “I’ll have you know that I’m the one who put my neck on the line to save her. That fat cow only helped a little when the church was ready to toss me out.”

“Don’t you mean Mary?”

“Geh! Don’t use her name! She’s the worst.”

“Isn’t it about time that you two put your differences besides you? The church once belonged to the mother and the daughter. The deep dwarves didn’t follow the religion of the humans, but I seem to recall that you were once stronger together.”

“S-sapphire...” Anne started pushing her fingers together timidly. “I don’t know if we should. We don’t want to lose our individuality. We’ve changed over the years, and we don’t want to lose ourselves just for the sake of rejoining...”

Anne’s argument sounded logical. I thought my ears might have been full of wax and I misheard. I had a feeling that if such arguments had been said by anyone else, Anne would only scream at them, call them blasphemers, or look at them with disdain. However, when Sapphire spoke, she was almost different. This treatment even seemed to surprise the inquisitor, who looked at the now timid and reasonable Anne with shock.

“You know that I love both of you. I even changed my name once for you. A lot has happened since then, though. For example, we have this peace talk. Aberis and the Ost Republic are no longer at war. Your church was originally supporting the Ost Republic, but now that the osterians left, you’ve lost both your political clout and your opposition. If you’re unwilling to change in this new climate where species are joining together, then you may only be left behind.”

I’d be lying if I wasn’t shocked by Sapphire’s extremely smart words. It caused me to remember that at her core, she had once been a king’s daughter, and she had a mind just as bright as Eliana when it came to speech. I saw Eliana’s lips moving, repeating her words like she was committing them to memory. Was she looking to use some of those words on the council members who were still resisting peace?

While the peace talks had been destroyed by the arrival of the fey, Eliana was trying to use their threat as a means of uniting them anyway. They had already negotiated an agreement on defense for this island. It wouldn’t be too hard to turn that into an agreement for the entire country. A common enemy and a battle could unite the tribes even faster than a summit. It was a harsh reality, but she was going to seize on it.

“I... will think about it.” Anne gave a reply that I never would have expected of her and never would have come from anyone except for Sapphire.

“Speaking of joining...” I cut in awkwardly. “What are you doing here? I thought I was going to get reinforcements?”

“You’ve got the reinforcements.” More girls started to walk through the portal, and when I saw who it was, I couldn’t help but give a weak wave.

They were all glaring at me angrily.

“H-hi... First.”

The lionesses had arrived.
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“Chance!”

“Y-yes, leader!” Chance jumped to attention as First barked her name.

“Report.”

“I’ve kept successful watch over my lord for the last week. He is healthy and safe.” Chance was nearly shaking as she was under the predatory gaze of her big sisters, specifically first.

First narrowed her eyes, looking at Chance very acutely. Just when I thought Chance was going to pass out, First stood back to attention.

“Good job! Back in line!” First declared.

She didn’t give a smile or any indication that she was pleased by Chance’s progress, but by the looks of the sisters behind her, that was probably the most compliment she’d receive. However, rather than moving immediately, Chance glanced over at me and Cici uncertainly.

“Chance...” Cici looked at Chance a bit sadly.

The two girls had been traveling together for a while now, and they had formed a bit of a sisterly bond as well. This bond was different than the one between the lionesses. They had an extremely territorial hierarchy, but her friendship with Cici was gentler and more loving. I could see the reluctance in both of their faces to be broken up.

“What are you doing?” First’s expression started to darken at Chance’s seeming defiance.

I cleared my throat. “Chance has been in my party for a bit now. I’ve been personally training her. I think, if you see her levels, you will see that.”

I didn’t lie. I had taken her to give her some experience, and the time through the dungeon had leveled her up quite a bit. My multipliers didn’t hurt too bad either. Few low-level soldiers got the chance to take only level fifty bosses with an experience multiplier, so such a leveling was nearly unheard of.

When I finished speaking, First lowered her head, her previous dark look being over-stripped by her natural subservience. “My apologies, my lord! I hope our youngest hasn’t been too much trouble.”

“She hasn’t.” I smiled. “I’d like her to remain by me, at least until we finish with this dungeon.”

“Of course! As my lord commands.”

I wasn’t commanding it, but I’d let it go. I gave an awkward laugh while scratching my cheek. Chance gave me a grateful look, and then returned to Cici’s side. Cici gave an audible sigh of relief. If I had any chance of deprogramming the lionesses, it’d have to start with the youth, I figured. In that respect, her relationship with Cici was probably good for her. She might end up normal... well, as normal as any of the girls in my life tended to be.

“Are any of the others coming?” I asked.

“We are your bodyguards! We are all that is needed!” First insisted, and the other lionesses also gave defiant looks.

I gave them a helpless look, not sure what else to say about that.

“The other girls are busy working on some things,” Sapphire spoke up. “If you need them, they are can be here quickly, but the lionesses are nearly their equals and should be able to defend you properly.”

I slowly nodded. The lionesses had fought the girls to nearly a draw. Their victory was mostly because of the power I gave them. In retrospect, these lionesses were probably the best defense I could ask for.

“Alright, but then, why are you here?” I asked.

“Master is in a battle.” Sapphire smiled. “I’m here to bring the new weapons and armor.”
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I wasn’t the only one who had been busy the last few weeks. With the battle behind them, the deep dwarves who had opened up their new forge in a special floor of my dungeon where continued to work. They intended to retrofit an entire army’s worth of armor and weapons for the soldiers. The Blacksmith Master was working alongside Sapphire and the other deep dwarves while using the armory of rare metals that Diorite had managed to save for them.

Of course, the best stuff wasn’t being handed out recklessly, but even basic dwarvish steel was several times better than most Aberis stuff. Only magical items and things found in dungeons have any chance to compete with it. A very small selection of the lower-tier stuff made by the apprentices was sold to start bringing in money to Chalm. The rest had been being stored in an armory, with a few pieces being distributed when a promising young recruit rose in the ranks.

Of course, all of the girls were getting armor custom-made to their tastes and needs. This was armor that hopefully wouldn’t get destroyed the next time we were in a dangerous fight. The lionesses, as my newly prescribed bodyguards, were also prepared armor and weapons. Sapphire brought out several storage rings and pulled out the armor for them. The girls started getting changed right there in front of me as Sapphire began their fitting.

I had a feeling that Lydia had a hand in this. They could have gotten fitted and arrived in their armor, but it turned out to be a show. I tried to be a gentleman and keep my eyes away, but the girls kept asking for me to check their armor and see if it looked and fit right. I found myself having to check many thighs, busts, and hips as Sapphire was overwhelmed with the task at hand.

“My lord, can you make this tighter?”

“My lord, don’t be afraid to be a little rough.”

“Please, my lord, can you check if my chest is right? You can use your hands.”

While I was doing my lordly duty, my pregnant woman was watching. She had chosen that moment to be completely stone-faced. I had no clue if she was upset, amused, or anything else. At least I had seen Sapphire smirk a few times, so I knew this was deliberate on her part.

The only saving grace is that I did have Carmine with me. After this was all over, I’d take my frustrations out on her.

“So, Master was being truthful with this armor.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t start your custom armor. We didn’t have your exact sizes. Hopefully, this armor will do?”

“It’s not as heavy as I’d like, but it’ll do for now.” Carmine was wearing something that had ended up in the deep dwarf armory from before Twilight.

It wasn’t the typical white and shiny attire that Carmine was used to. This outfit was nearly black, fitting the dark environment of the deep well. It also didn’t show off any of her body, but that was more my personal preference and I couldn’t let it come into play.

When everyone was fully dressed, I had to say that it made an impression. The lionesses wore armor that seemed scandalous, but also still covered the skin. It sort of reminded me of Amazon. It gave them a lot of flexibility, but also protected them properly. They included a small shield they could pull onto their arm from their back, and a weapon of their choosing, which were mostly swords. With them, all dressed the same and in such fine armor, they did look like an imposing military unit. Even Chance had been fitted in a smaller version of the armor, which Anne had thought was adorable, and started drooling over inappropriately.

“This is also for you.” Sapphire pulled out something and handed it to Cici.

“Eh? Me?” She flipped open a metal fan, but it had sharp edges.

“Faeyna has recently taken to learning some combat training, and she’s taken a liking to war fans. They’re small and can be held on your person, but can be used to defend yourself or attack if necessary. She says they will become costume attire for the maids.” Sapphire explained. “For now, she says to just get used to having it on you at all times.”

“I-I will!” Cici clutched it as if it had great importance to her.

So, even my maids were going to become warriors? Just what kind of territory was I building?
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“I have one last piece of equipment to hand out before I go.” Sapphire declared.

Anne looked over at Sapphire tearfully. She had not only stuck around but had remained to cling to her side since the moment Sapphire came. It seemed that Anne had a sort of sister complex toward Sapphire. Since Mary was her actual sister, it felt a bit sad. I was starting to understand the dilemma that Mary was under, and ultimately why she went out of her way to rescue Rubee when she was enslaved by Demon Lord Aberis.

Sapphire appeared to be a bridge between the two women. Anne had turned Sapphire into her surrogate sister, disowning Mary in the process. She had even made her select the name Rubee instead of Ruby because the other name shared too many similarities with Mary, and she couldn’t stand it. I had always wondered about that. Her other names typically were based on gemstones, so I never understood why she had purposely misspelled it. She should have picked the same name as Ruby, Chalm’s vice-guild master. I thought it was a deep dwarf thing, but apparently, the answer was far sillier.

Sapphire seemed to take Anne’s reverence in stride. She acted like the big sister, never rejecting Anne, and maybe even spoiling her a bit. She could probably put an end to it with a few choice words but allowed Anne to keep looking up to her. I wondered if Mary had asked her to do that? I think Mary hoped that one day she could reconcile with her sister and that the only way to do it was through Sapphire.

“What is the last piece of equipment?” I asked.

Sapphire blushed suddenly. “That... would be Master’s protection.”

I blinked. I had been so busy making sure everyone else got properly retrofitted that I had forgotten about myself. I was planning on going to war against the fey and using a dangerous power to presumably fight and repel them, and I hadn’t even bothered to consider my equipment.

“Yes, what did you bring for me.” I tried to cover up my embarrassment quickly.

“We don’t have time now to improve Alysia, but I recently forged this sword that I think suits Master well.” Sapphire’s shyness told me that she had personally made this weapon and probably given it a lot of thought.

I had enough experience with deep dwarves and more specifically Sapphire to know that making my armor specifically was something meaningful to her. She brought out a long blade that seemed to shine with blue-like steel. I wasn’t even going to ask what metals went into its creation. It was assuredly an alloy composed of metals so rare they weren’t found on the surface. It was large, balanced, yet surprisingly light. The handle was comfortable, and it looked sharp despite its size, but thick enough to be able to block an attack from the side.

“I’m being replaced!” Alysia cried out as I looked over the sword.

“Th-that’s not my intention!” Sapphire glanced tearfully at me.

“Of course not,” I responded. “Alysia, remember in the deep when we were separated?”

“Th-that? What of it?”

“If for any reason, I am unable to use your strength, the sword becomes sluggish. It’s like when you hold someone who is awake, versus a body that is a dead weight. The dead weight is much more difficult to handle. If I want to get better at wielding your blade, then I need to practice sometimes with a blade that doesn’t have your support. This would do very well for that purpose.”

This wasn’t just an excuse I was making up on the spot. I had actually thought about this for some time. I’d need to start practicing with a sword that didn’t give me her kind of help, or would only grow so used to it I wouldn’t be able to live without it. At any time, Alysia and I could be separated. It didn’t just happen in the deep, but King Roth had parted us once as well. She was my strength, and I didn’t want her to become my vulnerability.
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“The other thing for Master is this armor.” Sapphire seemed to hold this weapon with much less reverence, which told me that she hadn’t made it herself.

It appeared to be based on some of the armor I had worn in the past. Usually, when I entered dungeons, I wore a mismatch of parts from dungeon drops. Some had magical effects, while others were just strong pieces that happened to work well with my fighting style. In general, I liked to move quickly and then get out of the way. I didn’t like to take damage, so armor that kept me from getting hit was always welcome.

What I got seemed to be clad in black and gray. I noticed the body armor of the lionesses was also black and gray. At first, I thought the deep dwarves were picking colors based on the environment they were raised in, but that’s when I saw an insignia on the breastplate. It had two circles as the background, one black and one gray, and in front of it was a door leading into darkness.

“That’s our sigil...” Alysia breathed.

This sigil was the one we had to make together in the Illusory Sword Dungeon. The only place that it existed was on Alysia, a token embedded at the base of her blade. Also, the blessing on the back of my hand had the appearance of that sigil when I summoned her. Otherwise, I had never really mentioned it or made a big deal about it since I had come back. The others had noticed it though, and now I realized that the sigil wasn’t just on my armor, but on the armor of the girls too.

“I thought this was Master’s colors and insignia. Was I wrong?” Sapphire asked.

“No... it’s perfect.” I declared, causing her to smile.

Whether it was my own haphazard armor or the random stuff my party war, we had never looked like a single unit. I had always thought the idea of uniforms was silly, and that people should just wear whatever they felt like wearing. However, seeing the colors and the familiar insignia that I had chosen for myself, I was truly starting to feel like a leader. Would I call myself a king? Perhaps, it was a bit too soon for that. At the least, I felt like we were united.

“That’s all I have for now.” Sapphire finished up with that. “We will continue to produce new things. The girl’s armors will be finished, but Uncle wanted to finish yours first. I worked on the sword!”

I had already guessed that, but seeing her puffing out with pride, I couldn’t help but thank her again. By thanking her, I meant that I pulled her into my arms and I gave her a kiss. The lionesses looked with interest, while Eliana looked away sheepishly. The Titan Fall girls watched with interest, nodding with approval at the proper levels of manliness. Anne was the one who had the biggest reaction. Her eyes popped out and her mouth fell open.

“Keep doing what you’re doing.” I declared pulling away.

“Y-yes... Master.” She breathed, and then I took her lips one more time.

“Wh-what is going on?” Anne finally cried out.

“Mmm?” I finally let Sapphire pull away and she looked over at Anne. “I thought you knew? He is my Master... and... my lover.”

The second part was much quieter, and she looked away when she said it.

“Th-this... you... him...” Anne didn’t seem to compute this, and so she continued to sputter like a broken record.

“Well, I guess I should be going,” Sapphire announced, still a bit flustered from her previous kissing, and I opened up a portal to help her return to Chalm where she’d be safe.

“Since that is done, you all have until tonight,” I spoke to the remaining present. “We will begin then.”

Most of them took the orders, but Anne had finally seemingly regained her wits. “Y-you...”

“Me?”

“You’re devoted to the daughter after all!” Anne declared happily.

“That’s what you got out of that?”
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“You’ve been rather silent since I found you,” I said. “Are you alright?”

While the lionesses scouted out the terrain and Eliana prepared for the upcoming battle, I retired to my room. I had been up for nearly two days. Even though I didn’t need as much sleep as I once did, a few hours of rest before we began the ceremony was probably a good idea. With some effort, I managed to get Cici and Chance to leave the room, giving me some private time with Carmine. Alysia had politely retreated into my soul world to give us the time and space we needed as well.

Carmine didn’t answer my question right away. She sat there on the bed across from me for a bit, thinking slowly and deliberately. I had already spent about an hour filling her in on everything that had happened, starting from when I was

“When our bond was cut, I felt I had lost a part of myself.” Carmine began. “You are my everything, and one minute you were there a feeling in the back of my head, and the next minute you were gone. I didn’t even have Salicia there to irritate me. Have you found her?”

“I’m... um... still looking.” I scratched my cheek awkwardly.

She only nodded. “Well, it’s not like she would have been any comfort. For most of my life, I’ve been on my own. I thought that was always going to be the case. It wasn’t until I ended up by your side that realized I wasn’t alone in this world. Just when I was starting to grow comfortable, just when I was starting to think things were going to be different, then you were gone, and I was on my own again.”

I winced. “I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have taken so long to find you.”

“I don’t blame you. Had I not run off here, I would have heard of your return months ago. I had just been doing nothing in the church...”

“And Mary cut you off from retail therapy?”

“Exactly!” She nodded like I was being serious. “I came down here to train up and fight. I had this belief I’d one day charge into the Ost Republic, overturn the church of the daughter, and then get vengeance. I suppose, that gave me purpose. As time went on though, I stopped thinking about why I was fighting so hard in this dungeon. I just kept doing it... because when I was fighting, I didn’t have to think about that hole that would never be filled again. Then, I saw that fey woman from our past, and I realized that I couldn’t just hide. You were my Master, and you died without things being resolved. I realized that I should be there to help you fulfill what you wanted... and then I ended up a puppet.”

She ended with a sigh, a look of self-deprecation on her face.

“You’ve grown, Carmine. You’re stronger now. I can’t promise that something might not happen in the future. However, I will promise that I will always come back. I will never abandon you.” I declared.

Her eyes teared up, and she pulled out a handkerchief to wipe them and blow her nose. When she was done, she looked up at me.

“So, what now?” She asked.

“I will do anything for you.” I declared. “What do you want?”

Carmine bit her lip. “I’d like Master... to be inside me.”

That escalated quickly.
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After making such an alluring offer, Carmine didn’t hesitate to reach behind and undo the back of her dress. She wasn’t wearing her typical armor. The new armor she had received from Sapphire and the deep dwarves had been put up while we spent some private time together. Of course, I knew that such time was inevitably going to lead to sex, it just happened a lot quicker than I had been expecting. As the dress fell to the ground, I realized that she was wearing sexy lingerie. I doubted she had been wearing that while we were fighting in the dungeon. She had put it on for me.

This world’s undergarments were more in the practical department than the sexy department. Underwear designed to look provocative was only an extremely recent thing, which had started because of me. When I was in the capital, I had tasked a tailor with making underwear. At the time, I thought that would be the best I could get. That felt like a long time ago, long before I had managed to create a portal and return to earth.

The underwear that Carmine had on now was underwear from the earth, so it was naturally very sexy. It was white with just a light enough sheen that the skin hidden underneath could be seen. The outline of her dark nipples poked through the bra, and pieces of her butt, pubic hair, and slit were barely hinted at below. In some ways, it was much more erotic than if she had just been naked.

Carmine was a woman extremely aware of her attractiveness. In some ways, this set her apart from the other women. Of course, they were all beautiful in their ways, but Terra had a complex about her breast size, Miki didn’t have a lot of confidence, and even when it came to Lydia, her sexual confidence didn’t come from her looks, but her training. The looks she maintained were merely an expectation of her trade, not a tool that she could use.

Carmine knew she was beautiful, and she knew that her large chest drew eyes. As a loner, she might have once looked on the common men who threw themselves at her with disdain. Carmine was a girl who understood her worth and her value, and she demanded a guy that could afford that value. Had I not come along, she likely would have inevitably ended up in the arms of a noble... one she probably would have bankrupted due to her love of shopping and expensive tastes.

I supposed a simple way of describing her was to say that she was high maintenance. It might seem like an oxymoron that she’d be a paladin, a knight who seemed to focus on an extremely high defense, considering her body contained such valuable goods that she put at risk. Then again, she spared no expense, often wearing armor as expensive as a small kingdom to protect that body from any permanent harm.

Her understanding of her value, both as a paladin and as a woman, had given her a very aloof attitude. She often didn’t wear her emotions on her sleeve like many of the other girls, and while she had broken that thick shell for a bit when I first appeared and broke her from the fey’s puppetry, she eventually returned to that slightly cold and hard exterior that matched the armor she liked to wear.

Had I been a less experienced man, I might have thought she didn’t really have much affection for me, or I might even think that she was just using me. However, the current me could see the intent, love, and desire in her eyes. To even go so far as to ask me to touch her, was something a woman like her would never do. She was meant to be chased, not to chase others, so just asking was a sign of how much she wanted me.

She didn’t just stay there and wait either. Carmine walked over to the edge of the bed where I was sitting, standing up in front of me, her voluptuous body between my spread knees, her skin just a touch away. I didn’t hesitate to reach out and pull Carmine closer until her body was against the edge of the bed. My lips kissed her bare stomach, and her large breasts fell on top of my head, pushing them down with their weight.

My hands stroked the bare skin of her back, and my tongue roamed her abdomen, savoring the taste of her flesh. Carmine let me grope her, offering her body to me like a human sacrifice. My hands weren’t satisfied with just the skin she had exposed though, and they moved up under her bra, skillfully unbuttoning it and letting the flimsy white material fall. Her breast fell only a little bit as the support that kept them up no longer existed.

My head went between her breasts, and I began to kiss and lick them. I kept my hands on her bare, smooth back and I rubbed my face between her large breasts. It was surely a sight that would have angered Anne and gotten her to speak of blasphemy. I wasn’t against small breasts, but that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t enjoy large ones too when I had access. Carmine’s breathing started to become rugged as I stimulated her chest, my tongue manipulating the nipples and causing them to harden. I went back and forth, giving each one just a hint of attention before moving to the other one and back.

“Hah... Master... ahhh...” She whimpered her hands on my shoulders as she allowed me to do anything I wanted with her body.

In only a short time, I started to smell lewd scents from down below. My hands fell and moved their way into her underwear. They gripped her naked buttocks, groping it tightly. She had fairly nice and round buttocks too, which were well tones and muscular. Wearing such heavy armor had helped shape her body and make it even more erotic. My hands continued to drop down past her but and down her thighs, pulling her underwear with them. I slowly revealed the last part of her naked body, her glistening pussy now out in the open and only inches from me.

My kisses began to lower until my tongue found her pubic region. I kissed the hairy region just above her clit, and I could feel her abdomen muscles twitch as her body was teased with sensations that were so close to the sexual stimulation she wanted, but just short. She raised her legs, placing them on the bed next to me, spreading her legs and pushing her wet waiting hole even closer to my face. One of my hands reached around and grabbed her buttocks, while the other grabbed onto the inner thigh of her lifted leg to help keep her spread. I then pushed with my hand on her butt, bringing her pussy to my lips. Carmine gasped as my tongue began to play excitedly across her clit.

“Ahhhn... mmm... mnnn....” She panted as her hands combed my hair, but didn’t grab it or try to force my hand.

I tasted her deeply, my tongue roaming up and down her slit before diving inside and savoring the pink and swollen flesh. My lips bit at and sucked on the sweat, wet flesh, basking in her taste and spell. Carmine’s body shook where she stood, but she remained steadfast even under my onslaught.

“M-master... I’m going to... cum... please. I want you inside me.”

A part of me wanted to continue to tease her and make her beg, but I craved the feel of Carmine just as much as she had craved me. It had been some time since I had last had sex. It hadn’t been so long ago when I was getting it daily from multiple women. That had diminished significantly in the last few months since my death. The girls had wanted to wait until everyone was back, and so I was a bit starved. Being the inspector on the lioness’s armor earlier didn’t make those feelings any easier. I was rock hard and desperately wanted relief.

That’s why as soon as Carmine gave me the word, my hand holding her thigh grabbed the knee and bent it. I pulled forward with both hands, and Carmine gasped as her knees fell onto the bed on either side of me. Her beautiful body ended up on top of my lap, her pussy positioned just over my cock and her naked chest pressed back into my face. I hastily pulled out my dick, and Carmine, just as aroused, grabbed it and lined it up.

As I slid into her, the both of us seemed to let out a sigh of relief. The feeling of her body merging with mine was a sensation both of us had desperately needed. We remained like that, holding each other on the edge of the bed, my dick slid about halfway into her pussy, for several minutes. Then, she pushed her knees up and down, and her butt started to bounce up and down on my cock. I couldn’t help but let out a groan.

Carmine grabbed my head and pushed it back into her chest, even as she continued to bob up and down on my cock. Carmine wasn’t a virgin anymore, but neither was she sexually experienced. Her pussy was still very tight, especially after not being used these last few months. It squeezed my cock satisfyingly, and I started to realize she was using kegels every time she dropped down on it to squeeze my cock with her inner muscles deliberately. This was a maneuver that Lydia was skilled at. Carmine didn’t have quite the same training, but she was tenacious, and it wasn’t long before we were both gasping for breath and covered in sweat.

“Ahhn... Master... I’m cumming... you dick is making me cum.” She painted just above my head, her words muffled by her breasts that were wrapped around my head.

The warm and comfortable feeling of her body was intoxicating, and I realized I was about to cum as well. I didn’t hesitate to release as I felt her twitching insides that started to act like a suction on my dick. We rocked excitedly against each other as her pussy milked my cock of seed. Warm gob after warm gob filled up her womb, marking Carmine once again as mine.

“Hah... Hah... I love you.” She painted with her mouth open.

I used to the opportunity to snag her tongue in my mouth and suck on it playfully as my dick started to soften inside her.

She began to kiss me back enthusiastically. The armor she always wore was nowhere inside, I was sampling the true Carmine once again. Other than defense though, the other thing Carmine excelled at was stamina. It wasn’t long before I laid back on the bed and Carmine was riding me for a second round. I spent the rest of the evening resting with Carmine. It was a very strenuous rest, but neither of us complained.
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After we finished, I got up and cleaned myself off. It was night outside, and that strange moon shone through my window. It was the same moon that opened the fey path under the dungeon. It looked somewhat different from the normal moon. I hadn’t noticed it before, but it gave off a much bluer light. At the time, I had just thought it was because we were near the ocean, but now that I was in my room, I was certain it was the moon.

I wondered if this was even the real moon from this world. This world did have a single moon. It was larger and brighter than the moon from my world, but it was still pretty normal. Of course, some stories and tales suggested that people could travel to the moon. If I used my blessing, I could travel there, but then I would be stuck on the moon for a week, and there was no certainty there was anything there.

In some stories, the location of the moon was called the faerie plains. I knew better than that, at least. The fey didn’t live on the moon, and the faerie plains were just a continent on the other side of this planet. However, there was no reason that the moon couldn’t contain some other world I couldn’t see. From personal experience, I wouldn’t be surprised if the moon was a dungeon or some kind of dormant life stream. It was best to not visit it and stir up whatever might be there.

Speaking of dungeons, the current moon was being viewed through the lens of a dungeon. We were inside the Champion’s Gauntlet, and there was no saying what part of this place was real and what part of it was manufactured by the dungeon. Dungeons were kind of strange sometimes. They both occupied a physical space but also existed outside of the physical space of our world. The entire sky I was observing might have been a fabrication created by the dungeon, just like the open skies I had seen in various underground dungeons. I wondered how high I’d have to get before I left the boundary of the dungeon and if the sky would look any different after breaking it.

I bet the star configurations in the sky were from the year the time this dungeon was created. I hadn’t read enough about the dungeon to know that. It was just a hunch. The moon was also in a different spot than it would have been outside of the dungeon. This was only the dungeon’s moon, replicating its appearance at the time of the story that created such a dungeon. Was the dungeon even blue back then, or was that a representation of the melancholy feelings and hopelessness of the dungeon’s creator?

None of that mattered at the moment. They were just idle thoughts. I often wondered about the nature of dungeons, especially right before a large and dangerous battle. If I fret too much about my upcoming dangers, it would only cause me to grow nervous and frightened. I felt a familiar body press against my back. Carmine gave me a soft and intimate hug.

“Are you ready, Master?” She asked.

“No amount of time will make me any readier,” I admitted with a sigh.

“I will stay by your side and protect you.” She declared. “I promise.”

That was Carmine showing her affection in her own way. I reached out and touched her arm gently.

“I’m counting on it.”

The pair of us finished dressing and then headed to the main council chambers to begin the ceremony. I was going to become a king.
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“Six hours still feels like a really long time.” Eliana sighed into my chest.

When I had walked into the room, she had immediately run to me as eloquently as a princess could and threw her arms around me lovingly. Unlike Carmine and Alysia, she wasn’t able to hide the worry that painted her face.

“Six hours minimum.” I reminded her.

“I still don’t understand why you can’t just absorb the lore like you did with former Master.” First spoke up, a small frown on her face.

“I haven’t absorbed everything from King Roth yet. Furthermore, what I did process has mostly been chopped up and fragmented. To absorb something in its complete state is very different. Calypso said that if I tried to absorb it too quickly, I wouldn’t be able to handle it and I would lose myself or something.”

First gave me a somewhat confused expression. Calypso had explained it better than I was. It wasn’t that hard to understand. You are your lore. If you tried to absorb an entire other person without chopping their memories up, then both people and personalities would exist. It would be like when I merged with Lydia, except when I merged with Lydia, she gave her soul to me and ultimately let me be in charge.

If I tried to merge with someone who didn’t want to be subservient, we’d end up in a power struggle for control. Normally, that would cause the two souls to be imbalanced and then the merge would fail with the two souls forcefully repelling each other. That’s why Calypso had to show me some soul-binding tricks so that I could remain in charge over the other soul.

However, that was only the start of it. I wasn’t binding a single soul here, but a fragment of the origin of the human species. It was the origin of all humans, and it contained a kind of history of humanity. If I absorbed it all at once, then I would be lost inside it. I’d be like Twilight, a million voices controlled by a single will, and that will wouldn’t be my own. I had to become the master of the lore, instead of becoming its slave.

Either way, I had to make it work. I was certain it was the only way that I would have the power to throw back the fey, and it was the only way to keep the fey from getting the lore. I couldn’t take the lore with me, or it would only return to the dungeon, and if I destroyed the lore, there was a chance the fey would still be able to find enough of it to do what they started out doing. I couldn’t hold it and guard it indefinitely, I didn’t have that kind of strength on my own.

“Is everyone ready?” I asked.

“The lionesses have a perimeter around the room. No one is allowed in or out except the approved personnel.” First declared.

“Titan’s Fall is reinforcing the entrance to the building,” Alysia spoke.

“The other factions have all taken up their defensive lines as they discussed.” Eliana nodded. “I will remain by your side. Cici will run orders for me.”

“I will stay by your side too!” Anne spoke up.

“Y-you?”

“I d-don’t know what you’re planning,” Anne spoke quietly. “B-but if it goes wrong, you’ll need a healer, won’t you?”

I frowned slightly. I had not explained things to her clearly, but it was impossible to get the protection I was looking for without admitting I was going to do something. Thus, everyone only knew as much as they had to.

“I suppose...”

“Then, I will help! F-for Sapphire! It’s for Sapphire! I’m doing it for Sapphire, okay?”

“You said it three times...” I frowned, but after a bit, I began to see the potential benefits of having the church here. “Fine, you can be in here, but no paladins.”

“Ah!” She blushed and then put her hands on her hips. “F-fine... my inquisitor will run the orders for me.”

“Fine.” I agreed. “Eliana, First, Alysia, Cici, Chance, Anne, and the Inquisitor. No one else is allowed inside until the ceremony is complete. Agreed?”

Everyone nodded and the doors were finally shut. It was time to begin.
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It wasn’t like there was a particular rune I needed to draw or a ceremony I needed to follow. It was just a matter of using my accumulated skills and knowledge to manipulate souls. It was the Soulsmith job and the knowledge I gained from Twilight that allowed me to do this. Calypso had never asked where I had gotten such a job from. She had just taken it for granted that I had the ability.

I sat in the middle of the room and pretended to meditate. I was just wasting time waiting for everyone to settle down. I didn’t want there to be any surprises. About ten minutes passed by, and the messages to and from the room finally slowed as everything was discussed. I had considered leaving Eliana out there and using Slave Communication, but I didn’t think I’d be able to waste the mana or the mental capacity to open up such communication while doing this.

I also wanted everyone I cared about where they were safest. This was an extremely delicate situation. The fey had already attempted to use someone I cared about against me once with Carmine, so I didn’t want to risk it. It was even more dangerous when it was considered what I was doing.

My birth as a human king might be good for Aberis and the humans of the Ost Republic, although becoming potentially and unwillingly subservient to someone has a questionable quality to it being good, this action would in no way benefit beastkin, osterians, demons, or any of the other tribes at this peace talk. If they knew their soldiers were being used to protect the humans as they gained more power, they would assuredly have been thrown into a rage. Once it was over, there would be no turning back. They only knew I was attempting something that would stop the fey, but they would have assuredly rejected it had they known it would have overthrown the balance on this continent too.

If I became the human king, then humans would be a dominant force, even more so than they already were. I also knew that one day, I would be pitted against the demon king Aberon. As for the other perks, like immortality or being able to boost the strength of my allies, those were benefits I was already familiar with. As long as I kept drinking from the waters of life, I would be immortal, and most of my skills had always been geared toward enhancing my allies. In other words, doing this seemed almost like a natural conclusion to the path I had started when I first came to this world. I would be the support unit for all of humanity.

With that thought, I began the process. It would take upsetting my soul world, so I had pulled out everything of value and left it in the new treasury room at my palace. The first step involved compressing my soul world, essentially overlaying my soul with the core. As I began to work, I didn’t realize that every blessing on my body had started to glow at once, catching every eye in the room. I also didn’t realize that the markings that had always remained static on my body from wherever they had burned started to move, crawling around my body like brightly lit serpents of text.

There was a sudden distance booming sound and the ground shook ever so slightly. This was followed by the sound of sirens. The fey was beginning their attack.
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As I began to work on merging with the lore, it was difficult to focus too much on what was going on around me. Even sparing a glance at my map to make sure there weren’t any red encroaching was difficult. I had to leave things to everyone else and focus instead on my task. From the moment I had touched the orb and thrown it into my soul world, I had felt pressure coming off of it. It was the same kind of pressure I felt when I went against an opponent that I knew was stronger than myself. It was the feeling of a greater lore.

I was attempting to become a master of something stronger than myself. Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t have experience in that regard. Most of the women in my party were often stronger than I was. I might have more tricks up my sleeve, but I could never imagine being able to defeat any of the girls when they were at their strongest. I was glad that I had their strength on my side.

There was another shutter as a spell seemed to reach closer to us. Focus! I had to focus and make this work. I had told them six hours, but that was an extremely optimistic answer. The true answer was that it would be done when it was done, and the more I worked at it, the quicker I’d get it done. The more I let my mind wander on other inconsequential things, the longer it would all take. That was why I needed my Slave Communication off, and the girls worrying about my protection while I worried about merging with the lore.

It felt like a mountain weighing down on my shoulders, threatening to smother me in lore so dense and complex that I could barely understand every other word. It was like reading the most complicated physics paper, or it’d probably be like that if I had ever attempted to read a physic paper. I had never tried because the attempt would be futile, and that’s how I felt under the weight of this lore as well. This was humanity, and I was human, so I thought that it wouldn’t be so difficult to understand, but it was far too difficult to understand.

This was honestly the first time I had experienced something like this. Every lore I had ever absorbed had been pretty easy to follow. Even if it was difficult, the images and lore all made sense. What I was receiving now was a garbled mess. Why was it like that? It was like I was reading a different language.

“L-language...” I whispered to myself.

That was it! All of the lore I had previously absorbed was language from this world. It was Gaia’s language. Even what Twilight had given me was likely written in the same way. However, this wasn’t lore from this world. This was lore from the world the humans came from. That’s why I couldn’t understand it. It was in a different language!
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The lore being unreadable was something that Calypso hadn’t warned me about. Perhaps, she didn’t think it would be an issue, or perhaps, she was looking to cause me trouble. I had been treating her words as absolutes, but I couldn’t truly trust her much more than I could trust the fey. If someone else had realized that the core was in a completely different language, they might have despaired, but it wouldn’t be a problem for me. After all, wasn’t I a Linquist too?

Who would have thought a rather meaningless job I had picked up trying to learn to read with Miki would end up being exactly what I needed to progress to the next stage? I hadn’t gone out of my way to perfect Linguist, and while I had used it to learn to read far faster than I had any right to, I had never spent a lot of time developing it past that. I had used it one other time in Twilight’s dungeon, but then I had mostly forgotten about it.

Yet, Linguist was filled with skills like Translate, Decode, and Interpret. Unfortunately, I wasn’t familiar enough with those skills that I could use them without equipping the job first. Thus, I had to do a job swap while in the middle of messing with my soul. It wasn’t the easiest thing to do, so I took my time working slowly, making sure that I didn’t upset the lore or my soul in the process of manipulating jobs.

Jobs were essentially little fragments of lore. They had been copied and recopied so many times that they sort of floated around freely. Most of them got eaten up by dungeons, but they could also be summoned and even bound to one-use tokens. When someone met the right conditions, absorbed the right lore, or even used the token, they would attack a job to their soul. They would then attune their soul to the job, slowly gaining more of the skills and bonuses locked within.

A soul had limitations though, and normally, a soul could only support one job at a time equipped. That job was much closer to the soul than other jobs, which allowed it to gain affinity quicker and share the skills directly. One could utilize the skills in a job fragment that was equipped much like one had learned the skill themselves. Having job slots was like having gem slots on armor in a video game. The other jobs were still there, but they could only share some passive gains unless you equipped them.

At that moment, I needed more than passive gains when it came to linguistics. Once I had the Linguist skill equipped, I began trying to grasp the information. It didn’t happen instantaneously. I found myself regretting I hadn’t spent any extra time leveling Linguist. I promised myself secretly I would dedicate much more time to Merchant, Linguist, Bandit, and all of the other jobs I had mostly ignored because I never thought they were relevant.

Still, the information steadily and slowly started to become a bit clearer. I was starting to understand it, and as I started to understand things, I could feel the process starting to move forward. This was going to work. I could do this.

The door opened to the room, and Cici ran up to Eliana. I was only vaguely aware of this, the outside world still difficult to grasp. She whispered some words into Eliana’s ear, and Eliana nodded. The guards went to close the door, but the Inquisitor popped through the door too. She smiled as she started to walk toward Eliana and Cici. Cici frowned, but it took me a moment to realize what was strange. The Inquisitor was ignoring Anne, who called out to her.

I couldn’t hear much, and the entire world felt like it was moving slowly. My eyes moved to my Map and I looked at the dot as the Inquisitor suddenly turned red.
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“Stop!” I shouted.

It all happened so quickly that no one was able to react. The Inquisitor leaped forward, a knife being pulled from her robes. Cici tried to move, and the Inquisitor sliced right through her. She cried out as she fell to the side. It was Eliana she was lunging for. Eliana only managed a step back before she grabbed onto her, and then spun her around with a knife to her neck.

The room turned into a cacophony as Alysia and First pulled their weapons. The lionesses outside heard the commotion and several ran in too. This pushed the Inquisitor back until she was in a corner, her knife held to Eliana’s neck as she held her in the corner.

“What are you doing?” Anne cried out.

“Hehe... my job...” She laughed.

“M-mast...” That was the only word I heard as I looked down to see Cici convulsing on the ground.

“What’s wrong with her?” Chance cried out, falling to her knees and grabbing the other girl.

She pulled open her dress where it was cut, revealing a wound that was quickly growing dark, black tendrils reaching out from the wound menacingly.

“Malacrum,” I growled.

Anne gave me a look, and I nodded. She went down to her knees and began casting spells. Cici’s body glowed for a moment, and her convulsions decreased, but her wound was still growing.

“She’s quite resistant to miasma. A normal person would have already been dead.” The inquisitor chuckled, then shot the others a warning glare as she held the knife against Eliana’s neck.

First and Alysia stiffened, but they did hold back.

“Why are you doing this?” Eliana spoke, using her diplomatic voice.

“Why? Because she’s one of us, fool.” The voice seemingly came out of nowhere, but as a portal opened up right next to the inquisitor, my worse suspicions were proved.

A group of fey walked into the room, and in front of them was none other than the leader, Kaia, with a mocking grin on her face.

“You...” Anne’s expression darkened. “Inquisitor, why would you help the enemy?”

Kaia walked over and took the blade from the Inquisitor’s hand, dragging Eliana toward the portal. I tensed, but she stopped when she reached the entrance without stepping through. The inquisitor pulled back her hood, revealing her purple hair. Then, she lifted it, revealing pointed ears.

“I’m a fey, idiot. You are the enemy.” She smirked.

“B-but... you grew up here... the fey tribe are...” Anne started.

“Traitors... some of them.” Kaia shrugged. “Those that tried to ally here are all traitors, but some reached out to us. Some saw the signs and welcomed us with open arms. She was one of the first. All it took was a lack of a chest and you didn’t even ask any questions. Who would be better at deceiving than the person you assign to find out secrets?”

Anne silently shook her head, unable to accept it, even though it was as clear as day. I felt like a fool. She had purple hair and purple eyes, yet I hadn’t considered for a second that she was a threat to me. Whether it was Cici, Celeste, or any of the other fairy creatures I knew, such exotic colors didn’t stand out to me, but they were the most obvious way to determine a fey from a human. I had let her walk right in. Of course, she didn’t appear red on my map, but if anyone could do such a deception, wouldn’t it be an inquisitor?

“What do you want?” I demanded.

“Don’t be coy with me.” Kaia held one hand out in my direction, with the other holding the malacrum knife still pressed against Eliana’s neck. “Hand it over, the human lore.”
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“Deek, don’t give it to her!” Eliana cried out, but her voice was cut short as Kaia pulled back her hand and grabbed Eliana’s neck.

“I will kill her!”

“Stop!” I held up my hands. “I’m working on it...”

“No games! Don’t even think of using some hidden skill. We’ve already accounted for them. The fey has been dealing with your kind, so-called heroes, for longer than you can imagine.”

“I understand...” I spoke slowly. “I need to just... detach the lore.”

It had been nearly an hour of work that I wasn’t having to backpedal on. I had barely scratched the surface of this lore, yet, I now had to pull apart and give the core away.

“Deek... don’t worry about me.” Eliana cried out.

“It’s not... just you...” I closed my eyes, feeling an extremely bitter feeling inside.

Eliana gasped as if she had forgotten at that moment, her hands reflexively protecting the baby. Kaia’s eyes looked down, and then her smile grew even larger.

“Oh, is it yours? How wonderful! To think, I would have one of your relatives in my hands like you had with mine. Should I give them the same treatment?” As she spoke, a cruel look appeared on her face and the knife dropped down to her abdomen.

“Stop. I will give it to you.” I held out my hand.

I could still barely move. I was doing everything I could to undo the lore. I had started to do it as soon as I saw things going south. Sweat was pouring down my face, but it was all I could do to stay sitting upright. The other girls were shooting Kaia a dark look. She merely shrugged, waiting for me. We remained in those positions for nearly two minutes.

“Deek... I can’t... I can’t heal this.” Anne sounded a bit surprised but also worried.

Cici was on the ground and the miasmic infection was still growing. It covered her stomach and chest now. Anne was doing everything she could to hold it back, but she didn’t seem to be able to stop it. It reminded me of the same difficulties I had the first time I encountered karmic infections. It wasn’t enough to just wash away the darkness. One needed to be able to manipulate the lore itself to fix the problem.

“It’s fine,” I spoke slowly. “Everything is fine.”

I reached into my soul world and slowly pulled out the orb. When it appeared in my hand, there was a gasp from several people. Eliana shook her head, a look of shame on her face.

“So, you can be reasonable.” Kaia smiled. “Roll it over here.”

“Master...” Alysia looked my way.

“My lord.” First looked uneasy.

“It’s okay. I know what I’m doing...” I put the orb on the ground. “Release her.”

“The orb first.” She declared.

I took a deep breath, and then tossed the orb. “Switch Position.”

Of course, Eliana was in my party. I thought about switching before I through the orb, but I needed them to be distracted. As their eyes followed the orb, I would... do nothing. Kaia caught the orb. Rather, it stopped and flew to her hand with some kind of magic or skill. As for Switch Position, Eliana was still in the same spot, and so was I.

“Were you expecting a different outcome?” Kaia raised an eyebrow. “I told you, Deek, there is nothing you can do we haven’t already figured out.”

“Release her!” I demanded, forcing my way to my feet as I slowly started to regain my energy.

“I did promise.” She responded. “But just her.”

“What?”

Her expression turned dark. “This is what it feels like to lose.”

She repositioned her grip on the knife and slammed it into Eliana’s stomach.
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I let out a scream, racing forward. Her group had already been retreating through the portal. She kicked Eliana at me and then leaped back through the portal. I didn’t even watch as the portal closed. My arms went to catching Eliana, and I was healing her before her body even reached the ground. I immediately pushed my soul against hers, using it to stabilize her as I worked on the wound.

Eliana was much more vulnerable to miasmic attacks than anyone else. She might have been my slave, but she had spent almost no time around the dungeon. She hadn’t grown a defense to miasmic attacks, and more than that, she was half-fey, a species who was extremely vulnerable to miasmic attacks. That was part of the reason it was so surprising to see them using those weapons, although they were the only weapons a fey could use to effectively deal with invaders that had already grown acclimated to Gaia.

I could hear distant screaming and shouting. Occasionally, the ground would shake. The full invasion had started once again. However, I ignored all of it. My focus was on Eliana and her healing. I pushed it to the limit, and if I hadn’t given everything I had instantly, it was very likely she would have died. Thankfully, her face started to look better, and her complexion started to look better. I felt a hand grab my shoulder.

“Master! They’re all attacking at once. They’re breaking through. We need to get out of here.” First declared.

They had been waiting for this moment to attack. They had the lore now, there was no point in holding back.

“What is going on? There is some kind of beam in the sky!” The councilmen at some point had shoved his way into the room as all the security broke down.

“My soul... they’re doing it. They’re using the human core.” Anne gasped.

I ignored these words as well. My eyes were focused on Eliana. I finished the last bit of healing, and her eyes fluttered open. She was safe.

“T-the baby...” That was all she said before falling back unconscious.

I touched her stomach. It had been so frantic I hadn’t been focusing on that part first. I felt around with my magic, and I felt nothing there.

“W-where is it?” My hand moved up and down her stomach. “Where is it?”

“We need to go, Master.” Alysia tried to grab my other shoulder.

“Where is the baby? Where is it?” I demanded as I realized the world was turning blurry.

The blurry shape of Anne kneeled across from me. She touched Eliana and then sighed.

“She’ll be okay.” She sounded a bit surprised, and I could hear the other girls give sighs of relief.

“The baby! I don’t sense it!”

First and Alysia’s hands felt extremely heavy as if they were trying to hold me down.

“Deek... a lore that hasn’t even begun...”

I shook my head. “I’m not talking about lore. Where’s my child?”

“Unborn... can’t be resurrected. Their soul is too weak. For a soul that fragile, to be struck with a malacrum dagger. It’s already a miracle you saved the woman...”

“No...” I continued shaking my head. “No!”

The ground was shaking so much. No, I was falling over. The world faded as I passed out.
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“Deek!” A faded voice seemed to be trying to call me, but I didn’t want to face it. “Wake up!”

I was alone in the darkness, hovering through nothingness. It was peaceful here. I didn’t have to face it.

“Deek!”

I was alone. You couldn’t lose anything if you never had anything.

“Master!”

My eye popped open. It was still bright and blurry. No, those were tears in my eyes. I blinked as the ground shook. There was yelling and screaming. I could hear fighting in the distance.

“We need you to make a portal, Master,” Alysia explained. “We can’t escape without you.”

Escape... was that even an option.

“Cici is still getting worse.” Anne declared. “You need to fix who you can fix.”

Who’s Cici? Why does she matter?

I shook my head slowly, sitting up. I hadn’t moved far. We were under the council room. We were in the dungeon, it appeared.

“There was a hidden path to escape. They’ve already taken the council building. Everyone who could have fled down here. It won’t be long until they find us though. That’s why we need to escape while we have the chance.” First explained.

I was looking around the room. It was cramped, with perhaps a hundred people huddled in the dark corridors and empty cells, fear painted on their faces. Every once in a while, there was a boom and then the dust would fall from the ceiling and rain down on the shivering people. That’s when my eyes landed on someone I didn’t want to see.

“What are you doing here?” I snarled, getting to my feet.

The fey tribe leader let out a cry, jumping behind the merchant councilman as I approached with murder in my eyes.

“It’s not my fault! I had no clue about any of this!” She cried.

I felt several people grabbing onto me, stopping me from walking forward. It was the members of Titan’s Fall as well as Carmine.

“They’re innocent.” One of them spoke.

“The fey are calling them traitors!” Carmine added

I slowed to a stop, but I still glared hatefully at her. “How can you be certain?”

“My lord, we don’t have time for that right now.” First explained. “We need to go now.”

“Are you so eager to flee?” I snarled at her, causing First to stiffen for a moment.

“Master, we don’t have a choice. Eliana is hurt. Cici is ill. We’re trapped and I don’t know how long we can hold on.” Alysia explained. “We’re depending on you.”

“You mean like how I depended on you?”

A flash of hurt appeared in Alysia’s eyes. First and Carmine looked down, and only Anne glowered back.

“Don’t take it out on others. There is no point in blaming anyone.” Anne spoke up defiantly.

“That’s rich coming from you. You’re the one who brought the inquisitor in. You’re the most to blame.” I snapped.

Anne remained defiant though. “If you want to sulk or whatever, do that on your own time. We still need to make it through right now. You can worry about revenge later.”

“Revenge...” My eyes dropped to Eliana, and I immediately felt a spike of pain.

I kneeled next to her. Eliana was breathing steadily now, but her complexion still look feint. She also had no clue that... it was lost. I reached down and picked her up. I then picked a familiar door and walked inside. The girls looked at me, but otherwise, let me go.

The cell I chose was the cell Calypso was in. She looked up at me from her restraints. A subtle smile formed on her lips.

“I see, it seems like history is bound to repeat itself.” She started to laugh.
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Anger, rage, and fear seemed to twist in my stomach. I had never experienced an emotion like this. I had experienced loss before, but it had always been hot and sudden. Nothing had felt so cold as the moment that Kaia stabbed Eliana. I had even managed to save her, but in the end, I couldn’t save our child. I knew Anne was right even before she had spoken. I knew it the second Eliana was stabbed. There were things I could do, and things I couldn’t. This was something I could do.

I put Eliana down, and then closed and locked the cell. I then lifted my hand and began to cast a spell. A few short moments later, the familiar blue light appeared as a portal opened. After Calypso had stopped chuckling to herself, she had watched silently with some interest. When the portal opened, I pulled out the blade that Sapphire had given me and cut off Calypso’s restraints.

“Those eyes... I’ve seen those eyes before.”

I kneeled and picked up Eliana. “Come.”

I said nothing else as I stepped through the portal. Calypso rubbed her wrists but didn’t say anything as she stepped through. I heard some shouts of confusion from the other side of the cell, but I shut the portal closed before anyone could ask where I was going or what I was doing.

I was standing in a familiar hallway, the hallway of the fey Champion Gauntlet. Specifically, I was in front of the final door, the one leading to the dungeon boss. It had resealed itself since the last time I was there. I brought Eliana’s unconscious body close to the door, and it immediately started to glow. Her half-fey body was enough to trigger it.

“Oh, so is that your plan? If you defeat the dungeon boss, then the orb will reset. The dungeon will pull the human core back to the pedestal and present it to you. That’s an interesting theory. It might even work. I don’t know, though, can you defeat an SSS boss by yourself?” She asked.

“That’s why I brought you,” I responded, walking into the dungeon boss room as soon as the door finished opening.

“I may have the ability to deal with such a boss.” Calypso continued to speak as she followed me casually. “But, why would I help you?”

“You helped me before,” I answered as we walked into the boss room.

The pedestal had been reset, and standing in the middle was the sabretooth tiger. It turned to us, letting out a low grumble.

“You think that because I gave you the core once and you lost it, that I am in some way indebted to you?” She let out a laugh, crossing her arms. “Tell me, Deek. What will you do if you had it?”

I cautiously put Elaya down in a corner, looking down at her and gently stroking her cheek before I stood back up and faced the tiger. “I would absorb it, and then I would use it to kill them all.”

“The last person to do that became a monster.” Calypso sighed. “Like this, I have no intention of helping you get the human core.”

“I know...” I pulled out my blade.” That’s why I plan to take it from you!”

Just as the tiger went running forward, I spun around and slammed the blade into Calypso, stabbing her directly in the heart.
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Calypso didn’t move. Her eyes only widened for a moment, before that same smile returned. She stumbled back down. I had a hand on her shoulder, and I kept the sword in her as I guided her to the ground.

“So... you figured it out after all.” She spoke through labored breaths, seemingly completely calm.

“The sabretooth tiger is just a decoy.” I didn’t have to look to know that the sabretooth tiger was turning to smoke, disappearing without a word. “You’re the true Dungeon Master. The human core was the core of the dungeon that the humans came from, the same dungeon the fey destroyed with a meteor. The Champion’s Gauntlet came after, and it formed a different core. When your animal gauntlet was finished, you’d give up the human core, but your dungeon’s core would remain safe.”

“When they summoned me from my world to this one, the job I had selected was Monster Tamer. I always had an affinity for beasts. They were far easier to talk to than people. Can you guess what my class was?”

“You were some kind of language arts person...” I muttered.

“Communication, of all things.” She chuckled. “What do you think you’re going to do with my core?”

“It’s a dungeon. The human core is only lore. You said it yourself. I couldn’t take it with me, I was copying and translating the contents. You’ve had the lore in here for centuries. A translated copy of the lore already exists in your core. All I need to do is absorb that!”

Calypso lifted her hand, and as I heard rumbling behind me, I panicked for a second, only to see that she caused the walls around the safe room to open up. This allowed me to see the final mural, the one that I hadn’t looked at before. It was the image of the blond champion, and she was in the arms of a man with a crown!

“I was summoned to this world against my will. The fey spoke of evil demons and demon kings, and they earned my sympathy. It wasn’t until later that I realized that these so-called demons were humans. They had pitted me against my species. Of course, they didn’t know I was human. They thought my yellow hair was a special color. The King even... had me give them heirs to strengthen the noble line. By the end, I was little more than their slave.”

“Then, you understand...”

“That’s when I met him.” She continued, her eyes looking at the mural in the distance with tears in them. “The human king. They ordered me to kill him... but I fell in love instead. He wanted to save me. Instead, I betrayed him. They told me if I played along, they’d end this war. They said that the only reason they feared humans was because of the resurrection problem, and once it was resolved, they would use it to make peace for both sides.”

“Calypso...”

“So, I did it. I led the man I loved into the trap. I got him to show me where the orb was, and the fey too. Then they stabbed him in the back, they killed him in front of me.” Her body began to shake, and I could see the fury in her face. “I got the last laugh though... I took the orb, and I used it, and I killed them all. I killed and I killed until they fled this continent for good! I didn’t just kill one side. I used the humans up. Had the dungeon not formed around me, I would have killed everyone. I would have killed the world.

“Calypso.”

She grabbed onto my armor. “Do you understand? If you do this, you’ll end up just like me. You’ll become a monster that kills indiscriminately. Do you get it now?”

“Calypso.” I reached up and gently pulled her hands from my armor. “I don’t care.”

I grabbed the sword and then pulled it out of her. With the blade no longer blocking the wound, blood began to pour out quickly under her. Her eyes fluttered closed, and for a moment, maybe she felt peace as she died. As for me, there was no peace. A hole in the ceiling opened, and a familiar orb floated down from the ceiling. It was time to end this.
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“I’m giving you this last chance to surrender.” Kaia’s voice echoed out across the island. “Put down your weapons and accept your slave collars, and you won’t be harmed... for now.”

“Look at you now... I wonder if you were ever a good person.” Carmine retorted.

“Abandoned again?” Kaia shot back. “Your lord and master has already run away with his tail between his legs. It’s no use continuing to fight.”

“You...”

Her words did sense shockwaves through several of those who were still hiding. They had used a spell that had blown apart the stairway leading down to the dungeon. There was a crater where the dungeon was supposed to be, and the dungeon hallway was completely exposed except for the rubble that the occupants were hiding behind. Carmine was at the front, using an impressive shield to block any spells they sent their way and keeping the hallways from collapsing on top of them.

They were at a standstill for the moment, but it was only a matter of time before they were all defeated, the last pocket of resistance in a nearly flawless journey. The politicians mostly looked like they wanted to surrender. The only reason they hadn’t immediately held out their necks was because of the particularly dangerous look the lionesses were giving them.

“Prelate Anne!”

Anne’s body suddenly went rigid, and then she collapsed. Her body started to glow with white light. She wasn’t the only one. Numerous others suddenly went rigid and started to glow as well. It was specifically all of the humans. Seeing all of the humans suddenly pass out and start glowing was enough that Kaia started to panic. Carmine seemed to be a notable exception.

“A-attack!” She raised her hand, but before she could drop it, a portal opened right in front of the entrance.

The soldiers all tense warily as foot gingerly stepped through. This was followed by the rest of the body, ending in a tail.

“Lydia?” Carmine blinked.

More portals began to open, and more girls began to appear. There was Miki, a massive golem, Shao, Celeste, Astria, Elaya... each one stepping out into the crater, looking around with worried expressions on their faces.

“Who are you?” Kaia demanded angrily.

“Reinforcements.” Lydia declared, turning to Carmine.

“Hah... do you think your silly little reinforcements will make a difference? You’ve already lost!”

“We’re not here for you, idiot!” Shao shot her such a look, that Kaia’s mouth flapped in confusion.

“What’s happened?” Lydia asked Carmine. “I felt... pain.”

“Master needs us.” Miki nodded.

“That... despair...” Shao shivered.

“That... Master...” Carmine didn’t know how to even respond.

“He’s... hurt.” Alysia barely managed to finish.

Kaia shook her head, seeming to recover from that moment of being stunned. “How did you even get in here? We’re in a dungeon?”

“Eh? The portal led us right here though?” Celeste cocked her head thoughtfully.

Cr-cr-crrraaaack. Everyone looked up as the sky itself started to form cracks across it.

“What are you doing?” A flash of panic appeared across Kaia’s face. “Whatever you’re doing, you can’t stop the ceremony! It’s not even here. It’s too la-”

Boom! A distance explosion many times larger than the spells they had been using in this battle caused the ground to shake. A fireball erupted into the crack-filled sky. A few moments later, there were more explosions. Each one seemed to be getting closer and closer. It was finally clear that some of those fireballs were ships that exploded and then were swallowed by the sea with almost no fanfare.

“Report!” Kaia lifted a magic communicator.

“What is... no... ah!” The response cut out and she switched to another.

“Princess, we need assistance! Wait, nooo!”

There were more and more shouts filling the eerily quiet city.

“The sky is cracking.”

“Haven’t you noticed, the sea has turned black too?”

“Is the sea bubbling?”

“There is something under there.”

“Ahhhhhhgghhhh!!!”

The ground started rumbling and the see looked like it was a boiling black pit.

Kaia’s expression turned to fear. “Y-you can’t stop me!”

“We already said, we’re not here for you.” The golem spoke up and then pointed toward the dock, although she couldn’t see it.

At that moment, a form began to rise from the murky black water at the shore of the main island. That form was me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One hundred and twenty-five

[image: ]


***
[image: ]


The lore of humanity wasn’t a dungeon core, and it wasn’t some mystical origin piece. Now that I had absorbed it, or at least Calypso’s copy of it, I understood that it was nothing more and nothing less than information. However, information was power, and this information happened to be everything about the human race. I understood the human race intimately. I could create humans if I wanted to, using my dungeon. This was different than the mobs I could create using lore.

Yes, I could summon a bandit thanks to the lore that I had gained from the Bandit’s Respite. I had many different types of bandits, and many of them would be human. However, that wasn’t quite the same thing. I was copying something old, rather than creating something new. With the lore of humanity, I understood humanity, and thus I could create humanity.

It was more than that though. I could connect with all humans. I could feel the humans all across Faerith, from those still in the dungeon with me to those in Chalm and even those on the border of the demon realm. I could feel the humans in the Faerie Plains too. I could reach across the great ocean and I could feel their helplessness and their anger as they lived under the tyranny of the fairy. I could feel more humans even far there. I could feel the distant pinprick of humanity, spread across the many worlds that made up a playing field I had never seen before.

Perhaps more terrifyingly, I could feel the presence of others... other kings on other worlds, and as I became aware of them, I could feel them becoming aware of me. I also became aware that my knowledge of humanity was incomplete. It was only a piece of the origin of humanity, the little fragment that happened to land on Gaia.

These fragments came from the destruction of some kind of great world. It was a world where mana, soul, and body intercepted. Figuro had once told me that there were three primordial races, fae, angels, and demons. Everything else had descended from them. This had never been supported by anything else I had read, yet the origin seemed to suggest that the great world once belonged to all three. Perhaps it was better to say that we all once belonged to single lore.

That lore was shattered long, long ago, and the worlds we lived on were only fragments from that original great world. The world had been at some kind of war, and that war was filled with anger, hatred, and destruction. Ultimately, this was the true nature of humanity. Humanity was destruction, and I was humanity.

What power did this information bring? What exactly could I do with the knowledge of a race swirling around within my mind? I could tap the energy and life force of all nearby humans, and I could make their power my own. It was potent, as powerful as tapping into the strength of a dungeon, more powerful. The only limit was my ability to draw from a distance. I didn’t seem to be able to pull from humans far outside the dungeon itself. If I taught myself, I could draw on more humans, and gain even more power.

Instead, I had no choice but to tap the remaining power of this dungeon. It was as old as any mega-dungeon, and burning supplemented my strength. It was the strength that I needed. Strength to stop my enemies. Strength to get vengeance for everything they took from me. Strength to placate the anger of the human race.

I would use the people as a cudgel, and I would exact vengeance for my child, vengeance for Eliana, vengeance for Demetri and slaves overseas. They would pay in blood. They would pay in death. The oceans boiled and turned black, and the world would burn.
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I didn’t immediately head to the main island. There was time for that. I had felt so pressed for time before. I had to stop them from getting the human lore. I had to absorb the power before it was too late. I had to save Eliana. I had to do so many things, but now, it didn’t matter anymore.

I could see where the other copy of the human lore was. It was like a beam in the sky, bright and obvious toward the current me. They were desperately trying to finish their little ritual, translating the lore so that they could connect to the humans and then acclimate them to Gaia. If they were smarter, they could probably connect to all of the humans and then cause them instantaneous death.

Of course, that would take time to figure out, time that I only had because I wasn’t having to figure it out on my own. This had been Calypso’s analysis of the information. I was using her thousands of years of experience, contemplation, and study. It was a shortcut the fey couldn’t hope to accomplish even in a lifetime of research. Perhaps, once they understood the lore, they could understand the incredible things it could do, but by then it’d be too late. They would have already acclimated humanity to Gaia, and then all of these perks would have been lost in the life stream. Humans would be no different from fae, fairy, and the other native races of Gaia.

Either way, I wouldn’t let them carry out their plan. There was only room for one Human King in this world, and it wouldn’t be held by any fey. I walked out of the safe room on the SSS island, and then I flew up into the air and sped toward the beam of light. When did I learn to fly? I had no clue. It came to me with the rest of the information flowing through my mind. There was just so much information. Monsters, jobs, places, people, dates, and detailed information. It was like a whirlwind that was sweeping through my mind, throwing away all thoughts.

The longer it weighed down on me, the harder it was to think, but I didn’t need to think. I landed on the boat where the human core was. There was a circle of fey sitting in a circle, chanting some kind of magical spell. If I had Alysia with me, I might have cut through such a spell, but I left her behind because I didn’t want her to see what I would do. I didn’t want her to have to live with it.

Instead, I used mana like a hammer, slamming it down on their spell, malformed it until it made no sense. They barely had managed to realize I had even appeared in the middle of their circle when the spell backfired. There was an eruption as the spell backfired. Many of them were instantly killed by the surge of power erupting from the core. I used my mana to casually deflect it, and then I reached out and grabbed the spare orb. It had no purpose anymore, but I still tossed it into my soul world for later.

Men were shouting and screaming around me. Half of the ship was in flames now and they were only just becoming aware of my attack. I kicked off, flying up into the air as quickly as I had arrived. That was when I was hit in the back. A fiery explosion hit me, and my armored buckled under the hit but managed to survive. Considering how powerful my armor was, that was a testament to the level of spell someone had just used on me.

I looked down to see countless ships. It was a small armada of fey ships. They had been protecting the ceremony that I had unceremoniously interrupted. They hadn’t seen me fly down so quickly in the dark, but now, all of the mages were on deck and shooting spells my way. All I had done is take a core that was rightfully mine, and they were sending their most powerful kill spells my way. These mages were no joke either. Combining two or three mage’s per spell, my old self would have been vaporized in only a few minutes under such an onslaught. It only reminded me of how vulnerable I had been, how helpless I had been when they took everything from me.

Anger started to surge through me, and I lifted my hand. “Meteor!”
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I didn’t use my dungeon point unlock of Meteor. Rather, the spell I used came from the lore swirling around in my mind. I didn’t summon a single meteor, but instead, I summoned a storm of dozens of meteors. As spells continued to shoot out at me, many being blocked by a mana shield I was maintaining, I brought down meteor after meteor, each one somewhat small, but still big enough to destroy a vessel.

They broke through the sky, cracking whatever constituted for a roof for this dungeon. The dungeon was already falling apart. The only reason it didn’t look it was because the majority of the miasma had been stored in those underground hallways. I was pulling on that. The majority of the dungeon required very little to maintain, so even though I was consuming the power rapidly, it didn’t start to show until the meteors burst through.

In the night sky, it looked like the stars were falling. Each one landed on a ship, causing it to erupt in a massive explosion. Boom! Boom! Boom! One after another, the armada was decimated. The force was enough to cause small tsunamis, causing the other ships to tossed and turned, stopping the magical barrage that had been falling on me. I continued to take out ship after ship in rapid succession, raining fire down with reckless abandon.

When I tried to move forward a step, I felt an invisible barrier hold me. I looked around and then made a hiss. Those clever magicians had created a magical trap for me. Having realized they couldn’t hurt me, some of them had wrapped mana restraints around the area. It was difficult to see, but the hung like fine wires all across the sky, binding me in place. I tore through them all. It required quite a bit of mana to break, and for a moment I felt dizzy.

I shook my head. I was being too wasteful with my mana. I needed to be more restrained or I’d never been able to kill them all. I dropped from the sky, allowing myself to be swallowed by the sea. I was somewhat blinded by the ocean, but they could not see me either. It didn’t matter because I could use my map. As long as I saw the red dot, I destroyed it. It was as simple as that. Muffled explosion after explosion boomed overhead, but I started to feel anxious and unhappy. Where was she? Where was that woman? Where was the one who killed my child?

I sent tendrils of mana out through the entire dungeon. I had absorbed its lore, so I knew what the dungeon knew, and as long as she was in this dungeon, then I should be able to find her. It looked like she was taking her forces to conquer the main island. They were already right about where I had left. It was suited to deal with them there. I abandoned the shattered remains of the fleet and then headed toward the main island, destroying any red mark I saw in my path.

Of course, there were no living marks on the map that showed anything but red any longer.
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“Kill him!” A few pirates noticed me as I rose onto the shore of the main island.

I raised my hand and sent out several spells. One of them was able to dodge the spells, but the rest quickly succumbed. I cut the third one down with ease and continued. Unlike the fey armada around the human core, there was a more diverse range of enemies here. They naturally wouldn’t have pirates around their more sensitive inner workings, but they were happy to use them in the take over of the main island.

Perhaps some were loyal to the fey, but most were just enjoying the chance to raid and pillage to their fill. They likely didn’t care who was in charge or what the political ramifications of their actions were. They simply aided in sewing chaos, helping the fey fulfill their goals while putting fewer of their soldiers at risk. It didn’t matter to me whether they were fey invaders or pirate opportunists, I slaughtered them all just the same.

I didn’t go out of my way to destroy their souls. The fey didn’t have souls that could be resurrected, while the pirates were free to be resurrected, especially now that cracks ran across the sky, breaking any sense of restraint the dungeon might have held over them. That said, it was most countries’ official policy to not resurrect those who ended up with certain taboo jobs. These jobs included thieves, bandits, pirates, and dark priests, to name a few. If you had such a job, it was much like being a fey. After all, if no one was willing to resurrect you, then your death was assured.

Some bandit groups were lucky, getting the alliance of a dark priest or fallen priest who would resurrect them for a steep price, but the majority didn’t have such options, making their career decision come at a major cost. It was safe to assume that these pirates who were now being used by the fey were as good as dead, but such thoughts didn’t concern me in the slightest. I only wanted to kill them, one after another, until they all paid the ultimate price.

The farther along I went, the less my mind worked, and the more my desire to kill grew. My power also seemed to grow if not stronger, than at least sharper as I grew more comfortable with the flow of power, steadily depleting the dungeon and the souls of the humans nearby. Interestingly, this included some of the pirates, who had seemingly collapsed and started glowing with white light. I found I could suck out their energy and experience and make it my own with the snap of a finger.

I could feel the hate, regret, fear, and pain of a million years of human history, and I would make the world suffer for all of it.

“Attack!” A group of fey had laid in wait, attempting to launch a surprise attack on me.

My arms went wide, and I erupted with mana. A shockwave caused the souls to leave the bodies of the charging soldiers, and they all collapsed to the ground like their cords had been cut. Their souls floated back in confused silence for a few moments, and then faded away to dust. They were dead just like that.

“Regroup at the town hall!” I heard someone shout.

My eyes followed the fleeing stragglers as they ran. The fey was trying to form up on the hill where the town hall rested, the most fortified spot on the island and the place they had conquered with some effort. Since that was where they decided to make their last stand, I would oblige them. I started to walk in that direction, killing anyone in my way.
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I walked through the city seemingly uncontested after that last ambush, that was until I reached the base of the hill that overlooked the city and dock. Standing in the middle of my path were a group of women.

“Master! We heard what happened.” Lydia bit her lip. “I don’t understand what Master is doing, but Master needs to stop.”

“You’re in my way,” I responded in a monotone voice.

“Your soul is on fire, Master,” Miki spoke up. “We can feel the pain you’re in. I can feel the life force of the nearby humans. They are all getting weaker at an alarming rate.”

“Move.”

“Tsk... Master wants to be difficult.” Shao huffed. “I don’t care who you want to kill, but you’re hurting yourself to do it, and that’s something I won’t allow.”

“This state your in is dangerous,” Astria added. “If you keep it up, your soul will irreversibly be tainted. This feels like what happened to me when I formed my dungeon and became a dark fairy. You’re becoming a dungeon monster! You need to snap out of it before your mind is gone.”

“I said move!” I screamed.

“Master, please settle...” Terra declared as she walked cautiously toward me with her hands up.

I lashed out with power, the ground erupting under her feet. Terra let out a shout as she was thrown to the side. At that moment, all of them charged me at once. They were more opponents, more red dots to be eliminated. I channeled a dozen spells, sending out attacks at each of them. The spells were countered by Elaya. Celeste was the one to reach me first, sending several wind blades aimed at my arms and legs.

I ignored the attacks as they cut into my armor, something she wasn’t expecting. Instead, I focused on a pure beam of mana and shot her with it. Her body flickered as her mana body was disrupted. She fell from the sky and hit the ground at my feet. At that point, the second-fastest Lydia had reached me. She spun a spear, aiming to strike me down. I caught the spear in my hand, and then reached out and grabbed her throat. At that moment, Shao appeared at my side, attempting to deliver an assassin’s strike. I threw Lydia in her direction, sending the two women sprawling.

Astria and Elaya sent our barrages of attacks, but I ignored them. Instead, I blurred and leaped toward Miki. She had started to form Ninetails, and her focus had been on awakening her power to the point she wasn’t expecting me to appear in front of her. I struck her in the neck with an open palm, and she collapsed into my arms. I then picked her up and used her as a shield. The two women who were launching spells at me desperately tried to redirect them before they struck the defenseless Miki.

I was able to grab the flustered Astria before she flew away, and then I chucked her at Elaya. As the two women ended up tangled up, I continued to move up the hill.

“Master!” I heard Lydia shout as she got back to her feet. “No!”

“Stand down. Slave Order!” I snarled without looking back.
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“My lord!” First cried out.

The lionesses were behind a hastily built barricade, and they were all tied up and on their knees. Alysia and Titan’s Fall were absent, but Anne and the rest of her church had also been taken as prisoners. The fey had their blades at their throats in a menacing way. My eyes immediately locked on a single person, Kaia.

“Take another step forward, and I’ll kill them! I swear it!” Kaia cried out, her blade held to the neck of Carmine, who looked to be barely standing, half of her face covered in black corruption.

I looked at all of them and then pulled up the menu. I selected all of the red marks and then raised my hand. Several dozen magic arrows appeared in the air. As Kaia saw this, she tightened her grip on her weapon.

“I said s-stop! Stop!” She shouted.

I lifted my hand and snapped. Every arrow was released at once. The arrows weren’t just targeted at the soldiers, but the hostages as well. The panicked Kaia lifted her hand, just managing to counteract the two arrows coming right at her and Carmine. The arrows aimed at the fey struck them. Some of the weaker ones collapsed dead, while the others were pushed back or injured. The arrows aimed at Anne and the others were blocked by a counterspell, and I could see Elaya to the side with her hands outstretched, breathing hard.

Either way, the Fey who had hoped to use hostages to hide behind knew that they weren’t effective. They started scrambling back, nearly entering the same crater dungeon entrance they had trapped the others in a short while earlier.

“Y-you...” Kaia spat. “You’d even let your die. Are you a monster?”

I started to walk forward, but a flicker in Kaia’s eyes caused me to turn just as a small form leaped out of a hidden spot and stabbed me in the leg. I grabbed her with one hand and pulled the knife out with the other. The Inquisitor looked up at me triumphantly even as I held her in place.

“Malacrum doesn’t work on me as it works on children.” I snorted, but then my heartfelt an intense pain.

I put the knife to her, and her triumphant expression turned to fear as she saw my leg heal and the infection not take hold.

“N-no...” She gasped.

“What about you?” I asked as her eyes watched the blade with extreme fear.

“P-please... spare me.”

“Spare?” I asked, throwing the dagger in my soul world and giving her a few seconds of relief before I picked her up by her arm. “I prefer a split!”

The inquisitor let out a bloodcurdling scream as I tore her arm off. As blood spurted from her open stump, she collapsed to the ground, trying to scramble away in terror. I reached down and grabbed her, before picking her up and throwing her into the crowd behind the barricade. I realized her hand was still clinging to my arm, I pulled it off and then set it on fire before throwing it away.

“You... you’re not a monster. You’re a demon.” Kaia accused. “You’re a demon king!”

“I am...” I smirked. “Now it’s time to bring you to hell!”
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I began my approach once again. Other than the Inquisitor’s labored moaning, it was dead quiet as I approached, my feet crunching on the ground. First and the other lionesses had their heads down, seemingly unmoving. Meanwhile, the Paladins had put themselves defensively around Anne, keeping her from seeing anything. I had backed the remaining fey into a corner. Kaia was on the ground, her back against a wall, still glaring at me hatefully.

“Time to die-”

“Please, Master, you need to stop this now!” A form grabbed onto me.

I shoved Lydia aside. Her pain-wracked body was unable to put up much of a resistance.

“Master, stop.” Shao gave a desperate attack, but I knocked her aside.

My focus was entirely on Kaia. She would die, and then the rest. I took a step forward, and another one got in my way.

“Move.”

“No! I won’t move! I won’t move!”

“Chance, don’t!” One of the lionesses cried out. “We obey our lord.”

Standing in my way was a little girl. Her ears were wilted, and she was shaking, but she stood between me and my prey, her arms outstretched defiantly.

“I am!” She declared. “I’m doing what my lord asked me to do!”

“Move,” I ordered.

“I won’t! My lord said... I must help him be calm. I have to be at my lord’s side at all times. I have to help him emotionally. My lord isn’t calm right now. That’s why... I absolutely won’t move!”

I took a step toward her. She flinched for a moment, but then straightened. I took another step, and then another. I ended up right in front of her, about ten feet in front of the woman I needed to kill.

“Move!” I shouted.

Her body was shaking, but she shook her head. “I must... support my lord!”

I reached out and pushed her aside. She fell to the ground with the thump. I then took another step forward. I was struck in the side, two arms wrapped around me. I went to push them, but then I saw Cici looking up at me, her blackened face marring her looks, but even in that state, she was holding me fiercely.

“Let go.”

“I won’t! Chance is right. This is my job!”

“If you don’t let go, I’ll kill you.”

“Even if I die... then I’ll do it by Master’s side!”

I took a step forward, but that was when something else grabbed onto my leg. Chance had grabbed onto my leg completely. I picked it up and shook it.

“Oi.” I frowned. “Get off.”

“I won’t!”

I lifted my leg with her holding onto it, trying to take a step forward, only to run into Lydia. She grabbed onto me too, wrapping her arms around me and hugging me. Each one of them that wrapped their arms around me suddenly caused the pain in my chest to amplify. It became difficult to move.

“We found his weakness! Get him!”

I was slammed in the side by a fairy, her chest wrapping around one of my arms just over the head of Cici. I felt another soft form slam into my back, and another grabbed me from the front. Each girl grabbed onto me one after another.

“S-s-stop!” It was my voice this time, cracking with emotion.

“We won’t!” All of the girls cried out at once.

I ignored them, focusing instead on my prey. I tried to level my look on Kaia, only for the view to be blocked by Elaya’s impressive chest.

“My my... Master once stopped me with his body. It’s about time I did the favor.” Elaya grabbed my head and shoved it into her chest.

“This isn’t the same thing!” Shao snapped from behind.

“Ahhh!” I let out a roar, trying to shove through the girls.

They all clung to me, and the result was that we all fell forward. I was on my knees, and Elaya ended up under me. The other girls were holding my arms and legs back.

“Oh, my...” Elaya flirtatious pursed her lips under me.

I ignored her, looking up with a furious look at Kaia. However, the person standing in front of me blocking my view of her was the last person I wanted to see at that moment. It was Eliana.
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Of anyone that I didn’t want to see in that moment, Eliana was the top. I had come on this journey to protect her, and I had failed to do so. I didn’t just fail to protect her, I failed to protect the thing that was most precious to her. I had put Eliana in some place safe before I had started this. I was too afraid to face her. It hurt too much. How had she returned like this?

I didn’t have to look far to see the answer. Alysia was standing a short distance away from her with the Titan’s Fall girls. They were somewhat beaten up. They must have fought their way through the SSS island. Alysia would have known where I had gone. The monsters were being destroyed as I consumed miasma to power my current state, so they were able to fight their way in. It was still impressive they were able to move so quickly.

At that moment, I saw Kaia grab onto the inquisitor. She lifted something and broke it in two. I had a sudden spike of worry, but as I tried to move, I found myself completely immobile. Eliana kneeled in front of me, reached out, and grabbed my face.

“Deek, let it go.” Eliana’s voice was weak.

She had still just come back from near death, and I knew just kneeling before I took everything she had. What was she saying though? I had them? I had the person who had murdered our child. I could just reach out and kill them.

“Deek, I need you.” Tears formed in her eyes.

My eyes met hers, and I couldn’t look away again. There was a flash of light behind her, and I knew that Kaia had used some kind of teleportation. It would have been a short distance. I still go and find her. I could still leave. Yet, I couldn’t. My body shook.

“I failed.”

I didn’t even know what failure I was talking about. Was it failing to kill Kaia, or was it failing to protect Eliana?

“Deek...”

“I lost...” I could bring myself to say anymore.

It was getting harder and harder to think, but it was different than before. It wasn’t that my mind was being slammed with lore that I couldn’t handle. It was like my mind was collapsing in on itself. I could feel my connection to the dungeon lore quickly breaking. I was no longer able to control it, and just like when I tried to merge souls with Alysia, the incompatibility started to become too much.

“We lost,” Eliana responded.

Her words were like a knife being slammed into my heart. I heard a deep and powerful sob, and the world around me became blurry. Eliana reached out and wrapped her hands around my head, and it was at that point I realized the sob was coming from me. I began to cry wailing cries, my tears drenching Eliana’s dress.

I was the one who had messed up. I was the one who had failed to protect her. Eliana lost her child. Eliana almost died. Yet, she was comforting me. She was holding me. They all were. They were all holding me tightly, and all I could do was cry. I felt more pathetic than I had ever felt in my entire life, but I couldn’t stop either. I could only stay there, being held by all of them, crying, until all of the energy was sapped out of me.
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I didn’t really know how much time had passed, but I finally pulled my head away from Eliana’s chest. She rose slightly. Her eyes had been half-closed, and she looked like she could barely stand.

“I... showed a really ugly side of myself,” I spoke softly, but it was still heard by all of the girls there.

“No...” Eliana shook her head. “You gave me exactly what I needed. To see you so angry on my behalf, made me very happy.”

“Eliana...”

“Deek.”

“Celeste!” Celeste declared, still hugging my right arm.

“You did well too.” I smiled weakly. “I’m better now. You can let go.”

“Don’t wanna!” She responded stubbornly.

Eliana looked at the woman still dogpiling me, and then put her hand to her mouth, covering up a smile. “Although I am happy Deek got mad on my behalf, perhaps the other girls will be more difficult to satisfy.”

“I’m not angry. I just miss holding Master.” Lydia declared, snuggling me.

“We haven’t gotten Master’s attention in forever!” Shao looked over my shoulder, nodding in agreement.

“Well... someone has to move!” Alysia frowned, an expression like she was regretting not getting in there.

“Hmph! If no one else will move, then I will!” Anne declared.

“What? Anne is holding me? Where is... what is your hand doing there?”

“D-don’t get any wrong ideas! I was doing for Sapphire! Sapphire!”

“That still doesn’t explain why your hand is on my crotch!”

“I-it was the only place not covered by someone!” She defended, trying to pull her hand. “Now my arm is stuck!”

“No one had Master’s crotch covered?” Terra asked. “That seems unlike us.”

“I’ll have you know that Master’s crotch is always covered.” A voice came from my crotch.

“Mom? Are you in Master’s pants again!”

“Hahah... while you were all slacking, I was supporting Master where it matters most!”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.” Miki frowned.

“Get out of my pants, Astria!”

“Tcht! Spoilsport.”

“Fufu, as fun as this is, perhaps it’s time to give Master some room.”

“Aren’t you just saying that because you’re an old lady and holding onto Master in your current position is too taxing?” Miki declared.

“O-old lady! Y-you dare...” Elaya growled.

“Don’t get angry just because you were too slow to get a better grip.”

“What the heck? Am I a car you guys are trying to win a reward from touching long enough?”

“You heard Master, whoever lets go last gets him tonight?”

“Huh? Who said that!”

The Titan Fall girls who had been watching this whole thing suddenly started giving Alysia pitiful looks. She started to notice, shooting them a questioning look.

“What is it?”

“We have been in the team leader’s way!” Marice cried out.

“Normally, since Boss is used to being handled by Deek all the time, you would have the greatest chance of victory, but since you went with us, you gave up her chance to put a hand on Deek. We’ve caused you to lose before you even started!” Faith explained.

Alysia’s mouth opened and closed. She hadn’t even thought about such a competition. As they said, she was normally by Deek’s side at all times, so it hadn’t even occurred to her that she was the only one apart from him. Even Carmine had managed to get a hand on him after Kaia was forced to let her go! Such a thing caused her to suddenly grow enraged.

“Everyone off of Deek!” She cried out.

Her body turned back into her soul spirit form, but instead of returning into my hand, her body merged into my armor. The other girls seemed to all get a bad premonition and jumped off just as a few dozen spikes emerged, turning me into a porcupine.

“Alysia!”

“Ch-cheating!”

“Eh? We have victors?”

I didn’t even know she could do that. Was that the so-called power of such armor? Alysia hadn’t seriously tried to hurt anyone. Eliana who couldn’t move away, for example, didn’t have any spikes around her. However, two girls hadn’t flinched when I turned spikey. This was because they were both unconscious. Chance was asleep with her body still wrapped around my leg, and Cici had passed out where she stood, the miasma having nearly blackened her entire face. Both girls had been at the center of the pit and had been smothered to unconsciousness by their aunties!

I immediately started healing them while the aunties panicked searching for water of life. Suffice it to say, things had returned to normal at a breakneck pace.
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“It appears that the pirates scattered, and the remains of the fey fleet have fled.” Eliana explained.

A day had passed since the attack was broken. Most of the people who had died in the invasion were currently being resurrected thanks to Anne and her church. However, no one could resurrect the fey, and every one of those who had died was a blow to their empire. In the end, it proved too large a blow for them, at least for now.

“They’ll be back.” I sighed.

“Yes, well, for the moment, we’re safe.”

I had spent the last day resting, as did everyone. It was nearing nighttime when I had found Eliana up and working, despite everything that happened. I both admired and worried about her. So, I had sat her down and checked on her. Of course, the small bulge that had started to form on her stomach was no longer there.

“Are the little ones doing, okay?” Eliana asked, looking at my bed.

I hadn’t rested alone. The winners of the competition had turned out to be Chance and Cici. After healing them, the girls insisted that I went to the victors, and the next thing I knew, the two were being shoved in my room.

“S-since you’re honoring flat-chests... the church will allow it this once.” Anne declared shyly.

That woman! Thankfully, neither Cici nor Chance understood what their aunties were suggesting, and so we merely slept in the same bed. It was fine because I wanted to continue to check on them and make sure they were alright.

“Chance was just tired. She’s still young and doesn’t have the kind of stamina to handle all of the things we did today.”

Few adults would have the stamina to do all of the things she had done.

“What about the older one?

“The miasma had permanently altered her. She’s not a god soul, but she’s a bit like Astria now. In the same way, the fairy girls from Chalm are touched with a bit of fairy, she’s been turned darker.”

There was no saying what this would do with her, but at the moment she was still sleeping peacefully. There were black streaks through her purple hair. Had I gotten to her earlier when I had the chance, this wouldn’t have happened. It was my fault. I had acted carelessly and recklessly.

A hand gently took mine and squeezed it. “I’m hurting too, but as long as Deek is by my side, I will make it through. That’s why... you can never sacrifice yourself like that again!”

“I’m sorry...” I apologized for not the first time.

“You don’t need to apologize to me.” She straightened. “Although, you may have to answer to my brother.”

“Ai... that I will...” I wondered if he’d still be able to call me a man’s man after all of this.

Eliana hesitated for a second. “Are you okay?”

“I detached from the dungeon core. Despite connecting with all of that lore, laughably little of it ended up being processed. The dungeon core is shattered, and all of that energy was lost. I didn’t even get to absorb any of it.”

“The core is destroyed... isn’t that bad for humanity?” She looked worried.

“The core I mishandled and destroyed was the Champion’s Gauntlet. It had a copy of the human core. The original human core... I recovered it.” She looked a bit confused, so I continued. “You don’t need to worry about it. The human core exists, and it’s no longer bound to the dungeon, so I have it.”

“Will you bind it, and become the next human king?” Her voice was very quiet.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m not... ready for that yet.”

The one thing I had learned from this was that I wasn’t ready for that kind of power. I had nearly abused it to wipe out the fey. I was ready to sacrifice a chunk of humanity to do it. Being a Slave Master, I had always had that kind of power over my slaves. I could theoretically take their energy and make it my own, becoming temporarily powerful at their expense. I had never done it, and I never would... Yet, as the human king, I had nearly enslaved the entire human race and used them as a weapon. No, I wasn’t ready at all.
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I talked with Eliana for a bit longer. She had to leave though, as she still had more work to do. I had never realized just how strong Eliana was until today. All of the girls were strong. If we went by the standards of adventurers, most of my girls were S ranked or higher. However, Eliana’s strength was of a different kind. When she thought I had died and she had lost everything, she had kept her wits and continued. She chatted with, ate dinner, and face her enemy down for months while doing everything she had to so she could protect our baby.

Now, she had lost that baby, and rather than spend time grieving or throwing a tantrum, she was already back to work, doing everything she could to support those around her, including me. I had always been fond of Eliana. I had intended to marry her, and she had always had a special place in my heart. Our relationship had been a bit more traditional than the relationship I had with the other girls. There were no extenuating circumstances or strange events that had pushed us together. We were with each other because we cared about each other.

However, after today, I knew that I was deeply, completely in love with Eliana. When the dangers were passed, and we could live in peace, I would give her another child. I would give her ten. That’s how much she meant to me. I watched as she walked out of the room, wondering just how I was going to make everything up to her.

She was going to finish the peace talks. All of the tribes were coming to the table with the intent of signing the treaty tonight. Like Eliana had suggested, the threat of a common foe had brought them all together and united them. There was just one problem. It wasn’t the fey threat that had brought them together. It was me. The tribes of the Ost Republic had seen me, break through the fey and pirates, and realizing how vulnerable they were, decided to finalize the treaty.

More than that, they had decided that the new prime minister would be Eliana! Although she had impressed them over the talks these last few days, it was her relationship with me that they wanted. They wanted to be a united force to protect their autonomy, and they wanted Eliana because they felt she was the only thing that could protect them from me!

I had been shocked into silence when I heard all of that, but I supposed it was for the best. Eliana would stay in the Ost Republic and work on increasing the protection from a future Fey Invasion. With Eliana as prime minister, an alliance with Aberis was all but assured. In short, this was the best thing anyone could hope for.

As for me, I’d be returning to Chalm tomorrow. I was but a portal away from Eliana at any time, but perhaps it was time I started taking care of my place too. The girls had been working hard on my behalf, but maybe I should work hard as well. As I sat in the dark, I idly opened up my map. The dots were all back to neutral or green. There was no redder.

That’s when I saw a dot in a strange place. As I clicked on it, my mouth fell open. Standing up, I created a portal and then stepped through it. I came out onto a beach. In particular, it was the same beach where the special path had opened the previous night. There was no more dungeon through. It had shattered, and this was just a normal island once again.

A woman who had been standing just far enough that the waves struck her feet turned back to me. “Hello, Deek. We have to stop meeting like this.”

“Calypso...”
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“You’re still alive.” I let out a breath, half filled with relief, but also a bit of resignation.

Calypso let out a throaty laugh. “Did you think it would be so easy to kill me? I didn’t live as long as I did by acting recklessly.”

“Not at all...” I responded. “I’m just surprised you stuck around for so long.”

“That’s true.” She nodded. “I would normally leave without saying goodbye. You’d miss me much more that way. However, something has been bugging me, and I found myself unable to leave without finding an answer.”

“What’s that?”

“Why didn’t you attack them?”

“What?”

“The girls.” Calypso raised an eyebrow. “There is a major difference between absorbing the power of a dungeon and assimilating it. The first option is a means of chopping up and stealing the power of a dungeon. The second option tries to take the information uncorrupted and complete. You lose less, but it’s as difficult as can be. If anyone tried to do it, they would lose all of their sense of self. They would become corrupted by the dungeon, a monster that was destroyed without thought. I know this from personal experience. When I absorbed the lore, I destroyed friend and foe alike!

“Yet, you saw all of the worlds as you enemy, and you killed indiscriminately... until you encountered your girls. They stood in your way, and you rather than kill them, incapacitating them. Perhaps, I could believe a shred of your still could feel the master and slave relationship with them, but then those two little girls appeared and grabbed onto you. The obstructed you completely, and you didn’t move. When they all piled on you, you didn’t lift a finger to stop them, even when they caused your objective to be lost.

“So, I want to know why! Why didn’t you attack them? Why didn’t you smear yourself in their blood? Why didn’t you shoot arrows at them? You did at Carmine and the lionkin! You should have kept fighting until there was nothing left. You should have kept fighting until everyone was dead or fled. Yet, you stopped! You disconnected yourself from the power and submitted. I want to know how! I want to know why?”

Calypso’s voice had risen as she spoke. Her eyes were like fire, and she was panting by the time she was done.

“I... didn’t want to,” I responded awkwardly.

“You...”

“They’re mine! That’s why!”

“Wha-“ She blinked, taking a step back.

“They are mine, all of them. They are my lovers, my slaves, my women. I only shot those arrows because I knew they’d be blocked, and I only attacked when I knew I wouldn’t hurt them. Hurting them would have been like hurting myself. No matter how angry you get, would you cut off your foot? You may kick something too hard and hurt your foot, but it doesn’t matter how angry you got, you’d never intentionally try to injure yourself. And once you broke your toe because you were being an idiot, would you still be angry? No, you’d feel foolish that you acted up. It’s... like that.”

Now that I said it, it sounded dumb, but that was my genuine feeling. Calypso stared at me for a solid minute, her eyes giving nothing away. Then, she threw back her head a laughed. It wasn’t her usual sultry seductive laugh. It felt somehow light as if a burden that had been weighing on her had suddenly been uplifted.

“Wh-what’s so funny?” I frowned.

“Oh, Deek...” She looked back down, wiping a tear from her eye. “If you keep this up, I’ll have no choice but to submit myself to becoming your slave.”

“Huh?”

“I have enjoyed this chat we have. You have... given me closure. I am no longer bound to this dungeon, and the human core is no longer my responsibility. It feels... freeing...”

“You’re not strong anymore either.” I declared.

“Mm!” She smiled. “To think, that silly boy I ran into would end up... oh my, perhaps you’re more dangerous than I gave you credit for.”

“What are you talking about?”

She reached into her dress and tossed something at me. I instinctively lifted my hand, catching it. When I looked down at it, it appeared to be some kind of crystal. It seemed familiar with something I had seen before. That was right, this looked a bit like that crystallized soul that the father from the Illusory Sword Dungeon gave me.

“Wait... this is...”

“I keep what I copy.” She winked. “It’s a copy of daughter. Oops, did I spoil it?”

“My daughter...” I looked down at the crystal, my body shaking excitedly. “How... how can I bring her back?”

“Eh? Do I look like your mentor or something? Figure it out on your own!” She shrugged. “As for me, I’ll be leaving.”

“You’re going?” I asked, my mind still half-focused on the crystal in my hand.

“I’m free now.” She declared. “I’m going to go out and enjoy things a bit longer... before I become a slave to my emotions and can no longer leave...”

“What was that?”

“Nothing! Chou Chou! I’m leaving now.”

“H-hey, wait! You’re still a pirate... and a bandit!”

“Eh? You’re still on about that?” She blinked. “Don’t you have bigger things to worry about?”

“Like what?” I declared, putting the crystallized copy of my unborn child away safely before grabbing Alysia, who had returned to my side. “I won’t let you escape.”

She laughed. “You already freed me. Didn’t I say it? More lore is done. It’s time to start a new story.”

“You can just run from your past! You’re under... wait... what was that about lore?”

She smirked, pointing up. “I’ll say my goodbye. Once you see all my dirty little secrets, I hope you can still remember me fondly!”

I looked up to see a light flying toward me. Champion’s Gauntlet... the core I thought had cracked and dissipated... the remaining energy had collected and become a blessing.

“Oh... you bit-“

I was struck by a punishing white light, followed by pain.
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“Huh? What? Where am I?”

“My king, the summoning spell has indeed worked!”

“I can see that.” A young man sitting on a majestic throne declared. “A yellow-haired fey... you’re the first I have ever seen.”

Calypso was standing there, but she looked far more youthful, and she was wearing a t-shirt and pants which stood out among the grandiose clothing of the fey nobility. Her hair wasn’t black, but a rich yellow color. Her eyes were like green emeralds.

“A... a fey?” she blinked.

“May I know the name of our champion?

“My name?” She blinked. “My name is *&^TG&*^”. Where am I? Champion?”

“Hello, *&*^j, seeing you here fills me with much joy. We have summoned you from another world to our own. We implore you to help us. We are under attack from an evil race from another world that seeks our destruction. Thus far, we’ve been on the losing end of a long and continuous war. Our enemy wished to take everything from us, but with your help, I think we can finally save ourselves.”

The image flickered, and later memories appeared. I realized that this wasn’t fragmented in the same way that most dungeons were fragmented. Rather, the lore had been directly tampered with. Calypso had censored things. I had long guessed that her original name wasn’t Calypso. After all, the fey hadn’t recognized her at all. When they spoke in these memories, it was blatantly muffled so that I didn’t know it.

There were other details edited out too. Standing next to the king had been a black figure whose features I couldn’t determine. This entire story had been doctored by her, allowing me to see exactly what she wanted me to see. Did that mean that the memories were false? I didn’t think so. If she was just going to make something up, she wouldn’t have chopped out so much, or been so blatant about it. Rather, I think there was something she wanted to show me. She wanted me to know these things about her, although it was impossible to understand her reasoning.

“I-I could die...” Calypso was no longer in her street clothes, but fine armor, and she was holding a sword. “This mission the king wants me to go on is really dangerous, isn’t it? If I die, you won’t have your champion anymore!”

Across from her was an older fey man, whose appearance was being obscured. I could only tell his age because his hands seemed calloused and aged.

“We all have to deal with the threat of death.” He spoke quietly. “However, you might be an exception.”

“An exception?”

“The king would not be happy if I showed you this, but I won’t allow a pupil of mine to go into a fight without understanding the entire picture.” He made a gesture, and a few moments later, a woman was pulled out and dropped next to them.

She was in slave attire not unlike the attire Lydia and Miki had worn when I first encountered them.

“Wh-who is she?” Calypso cried out in alarm.

“She’s a prisoner of war.” He explained. “However, she also has a job known as a White Mage. Should you die on this mission. She’ll be able to bring you back.”

“S-she looks like me.”

“Nonsense! They are not like us! Look at her brown hair! Her ears are round. She is not one of us!” He sounded generally angry.

“Round? Is that strange? I was born with Stahl’s ear. My parents never got it corrected, but I’m very self-conscious...”

“I’m just a filthy human!” The White mage suddenly cried out. “We humans are enemies of you fey!”

“Silence, fool!” The man slapped her, causing Calypso to jump, before turning back to her. “What were you saying?”

“Ah... nothing.” Calypso lowered her head, her eyes in contemplation.
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“I died again...” Calypso was lying on a table.

Time had jumped once again, and Calypso looked a bit older. I recognized this kind of setup. Rooms like it existed in the life insurance places, and even the adventuring guilds often had one. It was the room where a resurrection occurred.

“Miss...” The white mage from earlier lowered her head, trying to hide her face from Calypso.

“&^*&*, what happened to your eye?” Calypso immediately noticed something off, reaching out for the girl.

“I... displeased the king.” She tried to turn away, but Calypso grabbed her chin and forced her to meet her eyes. “It’s nothing, the humans won another victory. It was my fault.

“That bastard!” Calypso snarled. “They have no right to judge us, humans.”

“Miss... you mustn’t say such things. They still believe you’re fey.”

“They also believe I’m straight. That man makes my skin crawl when he gives me such disgusting looks.” Calypso’s expression suddenly turned slightly perverted, and she reached and grabbed the girl’s butt.

“Ahhn... miss...”

“&*%*, you’ve already brought me back from death how many times, ten? When will you start calling me by my name?” As Calypso spoke, she started kissing the other woman.

“Miss...” She gasped as Calypso’s touch became bolder.

“Say my name...” Calypso whispered, her hand plunging into the other woman’s nether regions.

“&*%*&^^”

The image flickered once again, and there was a kneeling Calypso in front of the king. He had a very displeased look on his face.

“You have been fighting for two years, and still that evil race spreads and grows. Perhaps it was a mistake depending on you.”

“You mean humans?” Calypso demanded. “How can you expect a single person to turn the tide of an entire war?”

“Perhaps... I was too naïve thinking a single person could change the course of a war that has been going on for a thousand years. That’s why I’ve decided your role will change.” A grin formed on his face.

“My role?”

“You will become my concubine, and have my children!”

“Wh-what?” Calypso fell back in shock.

“You don’t just have the strength of the other world, but you also can be resurrected. Your children would also have this ability. With your genes, the fey noble line will be strengthened.”

“How will that change anything?”

“We need strong leadership to win this war. Since you can’t end the war, then I need to think about this in terms of generations!”

“What about half-fey? They can be resurrected, can’t they?”

“Those hybrids? You would dare suggest the pure noble line be corrupted by the blood of our enemies?”

“Still...”

“You don’t need to worry too much. I don’t want my strongest champion to be with-child. Once the baby is made, we can magically put it into a surrogate mother. In that way, I can produce many offspring with you in a short amount of time. Of course, the means of producing them won’t change.” He looked Calypso up and down lewdly.

“I-I won’t do it!” She cried out.

“Insubordination!” His expression darkened. “However, I’ve known for some time you’ve grown a soft spot for humanity. That’s why I’ve decided to ensure your cooperation. Bring her!”

“^%&$^!”

“Miss!”

The White Mage had been brought into the room. A soldier took a sword and brought it to her throat.

“You will bear my children, or I will have your toy killed.”

“No! You can’t.”

“Can’t I? She’s just a slave, and she’s owned by me. I can do whatever I want to her. If you want her though, I’d consider giving her to you as a gift, after you make me heirs.”

Calypso collapsed to the ground. “You...”

“Miss... don’t.” She shook her head.

“I will... do as you say.”

There was a flicker.

“The elvish curse?”

“I’ve heard that once about a curse where if one exchanges bodily fluids with another, they will no longer be able to have any other children. Is there any way to pass this effect onto another?” Calypso asked.

“Such a thing is possible. However, it involves manipulating karma. You’d need a miasmic job, something they fey abhor.”

Calypso leaned forward. “Show me.”
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“Nooooo!” Calypso let out a blood-curdling scream, dropping to her knees.

Swinging from a rope was none other than the White Mage.

“Hahaha, doesn’t she dangle so marvelously?”

“Why? Why did you do it?”

“I couldn’t allow my woman to love another more than me, could I? Besides, she’s just a human.” He chuckled.

“Y-you, you promised.” Calypso cried out. “You promised once I had your children, she’d be mine.”

“Well, she didn’t live to that day, did she?” He chuckled. “Well, it’s too late now.”

“R-resurrection.”

“Excuse me?”

“Resurrection! She’s human, you can get someone to resurrect her!”

“You’ve already given me the children I’ve sought, and you’re effectiveness in changing the tides of war has proven to not be enough. Your usefulness has already worn thin. What can you do for me?”

“I-I... will do anything you ask!” Calypso cried out.

A dark smile formed on his lips. “In that case, I will give you two tasks. If you complete them, I will bring her back. If you don’t, then she will remain dead to the world.”

“J-just name it!”

“First off, you must enter the dungeon of ^&%&$. You will recover an artifact for me. It’s a weapon which can summon a powerful attack on our foes.”

“Fine, I will recover this weapon. What else?”

He leaned forward, his smile growing. “You will assassinate the human king.”

There was another flicker.

“So, you’re this champion of the fey.” A person who was a distorted bother in appearance and voice was standing over a captured Calypso.”

“Shut up! If you’re going to kill me, kill me!” Calypso shouted.

“I’m more interested in why you’re fighting for them. You know you’re human, right?”

“It’s not like I have a choice! If I don’t kill you, they won’t resurrect the person I love.”

“There is always a choice.” The human king spoke. “Do you have anything from that person? How about we resurrect her now?”

“Y-you can do that?”

Flicker.

“%u&$, you’re alive!”

“Miss!”

The two women embraced. “Y-you... brought her back. I-I’m your enemy. I have killed countless people for the fey. Why would you help me?”

“Eh? Isn’t it obvious?”

“What?”

“You’re cute, and I want you in my harem.”

“H-ha-har- huh?

Flicker

“You’re a pervert! A jerk! I hate you!”

Flicker

“Y-you... didn’t have to do that for me.”

“Miss is actually really happy, she just struggles to show it.”

“D-don’t say that!”

Flicker.

“Miss!”

“What are you doing in bed together? Y-you bastard!”

“Haaah... you caught us. Now, do you want to join?”

“N-never, pig!”

Flicker

“Ahhhn! Ahhhn! Ahhn!”

“Master, Miss... ahhhn!”

That was just a blurry scene. Nothing could be seen clearly, but if you squinted, the movements of writhing flesh, in conjunction with the naughty sounds, suggested what was happening in the scene. There were also three distinctive voices. I didn’t know how to react to that. So much had been dedicated to the white mage girl, while the love story between her and the human king was glossed over. He sounded like a real pig though, chasing after two women who were in a relationship at the same time. I’ve never done that, well, that exact thing.
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“You did it... you released that horrible spell. You’ve killed... millions.” Calypso glared hatefully. “Humans were the only ones who died. Just as many fey perished in the aftermath. More will die when the winter comes.”

It was another scene. It was hard to tell where they were, but Calypso was once again facing the fey king.

“Hahaha... when you didn’t come back, you forced my hand.”

“You can’t possibly be saying this is my fault,” Calypso responded.

“The fey had no choice. The ability of humans to resurrect is too great. Our only option was to destroy them in such a way that they wouldn’t be able to resurrect their way out of it. Even if they had connections to every person who died, they wouldn’t be able to resurrect a quarter of them before the time limit is passed. Resurrection is truly a hateful ability.”

“Your children can be resurrected,” Calypso responded defiantly.

“Yes, the noble line is safe, but you don’t plan to become the mother of all fey, do you?”

“...”

It seemed that the king had never figured out Calypso’s deception. She was a human, so the nobles should be half-fey. It seemed like it’d be a pretty easy thing to discover. Maybe, in some of the memories, she wasn’t showing me, there was an explanation for that as well. I seemed to recall her using some kind of magic to prevent the king from having any more children.

This was likely done in retaliation. It fit Calypso’s character perfectly that she would prevent him from ever having any more kids to punish him for forcing himself on her. This was why the yellow-haired fey eventually became synonymous with the noble line. It wouldn’t be so hard to believe similar magic prevented the king from realizing these children were impure.

“We will never stop this war. We will never back down. Until the humans give up the ability to resurrect, there can never be peace between us.”

“Why have you contacted me?”

“I wish to propose a way to end the war.”

“You...”

“It’s true! I had hoped that the destruction of that dungeon would have ended the human resurrection cycle, but it appears that the lore was being protected by its master.”

“Lore?” She looked a bit interested.

“The lore that brought humans to this world, the original human dungeon, it contained a spark of humanity’s origin in it. If we can get the core from its master, we can finally remove resurrection from the equation.”

“Master... what Master?”

“You already know who it is...”

“N-no!”

“Perhaps I should let you know a secret.”

“Wh-what?”

He leaned closed to her. “The &*^(&^ ^&**&^% %^%&^% (*&((&*.”

“No!”

“If you don’t help me do this, then you’ve given me no choice!”

Calypso’s mouth opened and closed a few times. It was clear that she was facing indecision. However, I had already seen enough of the dungeon to know how this part went.

Flicker.

“My love, the human core isn’t safe. I’ve discovered that the fey knows its whereabouts. We have to fetch it and move it before they go after it. Please, we have to go.”

“Humanities already on the run. They destroyed our country, and kill ninetieth percent of our people. When will the fey cease this carnage?”

“I... don’t know.” Calypso looked away, hiding the guilt on her face. “Hopefully, soon.”
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The human king took Calypso to the Teardrop isles and brought her down to where he had hidden the orb. Of course, the fey were following Calypso, and when they arrived, the fey popped out and took the core. I watched as the hurt human king looked on at Calypso, shocked by her betrayal. I watched even more as the fey king used the opportunity to stab the human king in the back with a malacrum dagger.

I didn’t know why, but the dagger gave me the feeling like it was the same dagger that Kaia had used. Either the noble line of the fey had held onto the dagger all of these years, or the Champion’s Gauntlet had done so instead, and Kaia had run into it while breaking through those challenges. It seemed like history really did repeat itself, just as Calypso said.

She grabbed onto the human orb, and she forced herself to merge with it. Then, the slaughter began. She started with the fey king, skinning him alive. Her hair became as black as midnight, and her eyes became dark orbs. She killed everyone there, but when everyone was gone, she wasn’t satiated.

Her rampage didn’t last for a few hours like my own. Hers went on for months. At first, she fought alongside the humans, helping them get vengeance and push back the fey. She used massive hordes of monsters to do it. Champion’s Gauntlet wasn’t original built as a trial; it was built as an army breeding ground. In the same way Calypso used the Bandit’s Respite to create an unstoppable bandit army, she had done the same with the monsters.

With the Bandit’s respite, she had built it horizontally, covering as much land as she could to spread out the influence of the dungeon. After all, if monsters got too far from their dungeon, they would end up losing their strength and dying unless they had the strength to convert into mana creatures. Calypso had gotten around this by using humanity. In a sense, she used the human armies as her personal miasma generators, feeding them to the monsters to fuel her war machine. Suffice it to say that humanity quickly stopped being her alley, and she became a tyrant.

Yet, she had succeeded in her goals, destroying the already disordered fey who had lost their leadership. Some fey hid, while other fey fled. Her children, the surviving noble line, were smuggled onto ships and eventually sent overseas. Her rampage only ended with a certain person in her arms. That person was none other than the white mage. She had killed her own lover, and that was the act that finally broke her from her rampage.

Heartbroken and having lost everything, Calypso retreated into her dungeon. She only emerged again many years later, a completely different woman. This new woman didn’t trust anyone, and didn’t care about human life. This was the Calypso I was familiar with, a dark woman with a soul of miasma, a love of female harems, and distrust toward humanity. Over the years, she’d be known for many things. She’d be a sorceress, a demon lord’s incubator, a dark priestess, a bandit king, and even a pirate king. Yet, this was where it all began.
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The lore ended there, but I knew bits of her story after that point. At some point, she ended up in the demon realm. Maybe, she felt that she could mitigate the demons and humans in a way that she failed with the fey. However, that only ended up with her pregnant with Aberis.

At some point later, she met with the Bandit Hero. He wasn’t supposed to be in the Twilight dungeon. The Bandit Hero was a rebel who fought against Aberis during those years of control. He was born in the Imperial Cloud Meadow, but she had convinced him to go south with her and raise hell in Aberis. This ultimately ended with his destruction and the formation of Calypso’s Tower Dungeon. Calypso fled from that and presumably continued to act as a bandit queen, where she continued to antagonize her “son”.

Her actions did pave the way for the Maid Hero, the Hero King, and the Princess Hero to combine and eventually overthrow Aberis.

When she realized Demon Lord Aberis had once again avoided death, she decided to take a more proactive attempt to destroy him through the use of a second dungeon, just like the one I had conquered and built in the deep. That would be Bandit’s Respite. She must have wanted the clockwork dragon as a trump card to finally deal with Aberis once and for all. Meanwhile, she left Champion’s Gauntlet in control of her monsters, and even let it build into a tourist attraction.

That was all I could put together of her history. It was likely longer and more complex than even that. After all, she hadn’t lived hundreds of years as I had originally thought, but thousands. There was no telling if the Champion’s Gauntlet she had sacrificed was even her only dungeon. Just how many side-dungeons did Calypso have mastery over? How many lores would have clones of her past self?

Calypso’s Blessing has evolved into the Human Heroic Mark!

Humans in party or harem will gain additional experience.

Humans will be more trusting and have a better impression of you.

Dungeon Master has increased by 10 levels!

True Hero has increased by 10 levels!

For satisfying the harem lore, you have gained 30 dungeon points.

Lydia has gained 10 dungeon points.

Astria has gained 10 dungeon points.

Miki has gained 10 dungeon points.

Celeste has gained 10 dungeon points.

Carmine has gained 10 dungeon points.

Terra has gained 10 dungeon points.

Shao has gained 10 dungeon points.

Elaya has gained 10 dungeon points.

Eliana has gained 10 dungeon points.

First has gained 10 dungeon points.

Anne has gained 10 dungeon points.

Rather than gain another blessing, this one also seemed to evolve like the last one. As I absorbed lore along the same story thread, rather than from a new blessing, it seemed to alter the preexisting ones. When I checked out the mark on me, it had grown more complex, wrapping around my arm and even overlapping itself like it with three-dimensional.

Although the blessing was inconvenient, their benefits were not. Plus, I could always use more dungeon points, and my girls having them was a kind of strength too. It was good that the little ones didn’t get points. I wasn’t sure my heart could take that. First getting it was a bit surprising, but I guess I could accept that. Wait, what the heck was Anne doing getting points! That’s it, this system is broken. It can’t even differentiate harem from non-harem. If Anne was considered my harem, then why not Calypso?

Remembering Calypso, I looked up in a panic, only to see what I expected. Calypso was no longer there. However, I had the feeling that it wasn’t the last time I was going to see her.

With a sigh, I returned to the residence we were staying at. In the morning, I brought Eliana back to the capital of the Ost Republic, and the rest of us returned to Chalm. The threats in the east and the west were finally handled. For once, things felt calm. I could use a vacation.
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“HOW MANY DID WE LOSE?” Kaia spoke in a quiet voice.

“Seventy percent of the fey that came with us are gone. We’ve lost seven tons of supplies, six...” A soldier began to slowly read off the list, but Kaia could barely listen.

Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw that island again. She saw that monster coming for her, tearing through allies and enemies alike. Her body shook. He had to be stopped. Such an enemy of the fey could not be allowed to continue to exist. It was simply too dangerous.

“Bringing me the communication stone.” She cut into the man’s report. “I’m going to contact Mother.”

In mid-sentence, the man stopped speaking, his mouth opened for a few moments. “Is that wise?”

“It’s an order!” She barked.

The man saluted and then sent the order out. Only a few moments later they brought the communication stone to her, and then she excused everyone. The vast ocean they had to cross was farther than the range of this communication stone, so they had to create a stream of outposts that crossed the ocean, existing and regular intervals.

These outposts had been built some time prior. A previous empress had decided that she wanted to prepare for an invasion, but some unrest, famine, or drought ultimately put an end to her plans. However, Kaia had known about this network and had thus resurrected it. Other than allowing her to relay a communication stone across the great ocean, the outposts served an even more impressive feature. They included a transportation rune that was partially submerged underwater.

It was a much larger version of the same kind of runes used by Blue Mages in traveling guilds, but this one allowed someone to transfer something the size of a ship. This was how they were able to bring a fleet over to the human world and begin this invasion. The cost had been astronomical, but the rewards should have been greater. That was, of course, before they encountered that monster... the same one who put some much unrest in the faerie plains in the first place.

Kaia didn’t know that Deek would be in Faerith when they came. Part of her had believed his declarations of being some kind of human king were embellished. She no longer believed that. That man was the problem, and the only solution was to destroy him and all of his followers.

That lead Kaia to her current predicament. She had already needed to beg the empress to give her the resources to launch this campaign. She had painstakingly plowed through hundreds of history books in the royal library, many that had been preserved at great cost since their original exodus. She had discovered the relays, she had found out about the human lore, the Champion’s Gauntlet, and even the pirate cove. Her plan had been perfect, and it would have worked hard all of her work not been subverted by that bastard.

She had to report the losses to her mother, and her mother would not be happy. Her mother would be furious. Her ranking might even drop. Princes and Princesses were all ranked based on their successes and failures. This also served as the ranks of succession. The recent rebellion caused by the humans had ended up wiping out a good crop of her siblings and had ended up propelling her rank high enough that she could launch this campaign. If it had been successful, then she would have likely been first in line to become empress.

Kaia had never considered herself one that competed for the throne, but so much had changed in such a short period. In only a few months, her entire world had been shattered. She had climbed from one of the lowest-ranked nobles to one of the highest. That speed seemed like it would continue, only in the opposite direction now. She would be demoted, possibly even executed for her failure.

Yet, she saw no way to turn this around short of getting more soldiers. The pirates had all fled, and the only ones they had left at the cove were useless. Any future engagements would require the fey to put their lives on the line, and they hadn’t even gotten rid of the human resurrection skill. Overall, it was the biggest failure of Kaia’s life.

With all of that weighing down on her, Kaia lifted the stone and made the call.
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“KAIA, YOU HAVE SOMETHING to report.” Her mother asked.

The person who picked up at first wasn’t her mother, but an official whose task it was to wait for such messages. However, it didn’t take long before her mother’s face was in front of her. Kaia swallowed hard when she finally saw her. She knew she had to report this failure, but it became so much harder upon seeing her face.

“The mission...” Kaia gulped. “Is a failure. This human... has proven to be too strong. He managed to destroy too many of our forces. I... I request further aid.”

She waited for the rebuttal. She was expecting ice and fire. She was expecting to be ridiculed and demeaned. She was expecting to have to desperately excuse herself.

“Forget about it for the moment. Return home as soon as possible.”

“M-moth... I mean, my empress?” The response had been so unexpected, she had nearly called her mother incorrectly, a very bad offense.

“Your plan was not the only plan I set into motion. One of our other plans is about to be executed. Head home immediately. That is all.”

With that, there was a disconnection. Kaia felt depressed that her plan failed, and elated that everything didn’t depend on her success. It was unfortunate that one of her other siblings would gain the credit, but at least it would mitigate her failure.

“Set sail for the first relay station.” She ordered.

Although her mother told her to come home right away, it was hardly so easy. She had to teleport from station to station, covering vast distances, and then she had to sail to the closest dock just to land. That didn’t include the fact that the fey capital was landlocked, and getting there also required quite a bit of effort. Ultimately, it’d be several weeks before she finally arrived in the palace.

Looking up at the massive, beautiful construction, she couldn’t help but feel awe and fear. She entered the palace and sent a servant to announce her presence. However, that was when she noticed every servant was quickly leaving in a certain direction. She decided to follow them, and their path ultimately lead to one of the palace’s larger courtyards. There was a crowd waiting there on the sidelines.

Kaia saw her mother there, and her breath caught for a bit. Her oldest sister was also there, and she appeared to be directing several men. They all were holding up their hands and chanting as they poured mana into a formation carved in the ground. It was the largest formation Kaia had ever seen.

She finally worked her way over, making her way to her mother’s side. Her mother shot her a side look, and Kaia took that as permission to talk.

“My empress, what is going on here?”

“You big sister also found something in the archives that she wanted to try. Since I gave you so many resources to squander, I felt I should at least offer her the same chance.

Kaia felt like a hot knife had stabbed into her heart, but she didn’t let it show to her mother. Instead, she put on a phony smile.

“What kind of plan is it?”

“It’s a summoning circle!” A large-breasted woman with a whip on her hip walked toward them, having finished ordering the last bit of drawing. “Long ago, our ancestors summoned a champion to this world. We’re about to do it again.”

“The summoning is expensive, and the history books mark it as a failure. One heroine wasn’t enough to change the tides of war, no matter how exceptional she is.

Her big sister threw back her head and laughed in a generally unpleasant way. “That’s why I’ve changed the spell. The first spell focused on finding the right person. I’ve instead changed it to find the right place.”

“Right place? What does that even mean?”

“We’ll find out in a second!” She raised her hand, and the chanting stopped.

A glow started to emerge from the ground, and it grew brighter and brighter, threatening to take over the entire courtyard. Although it was day outside, the brightness of this light threatened to make everything else look dim in comparison. There was a rumble in the ground for a few moments, and then the light blinked out.

As everyone tried to recover from what they saw and didn’t see, they realized there was a group of people standing there. It wasn’t just one person, but nearly fifteen! As they looked at them, there was a smattering of confusion, and then whispering. It took Kaia only a moment to realize what the problem was. This group of people was all humans. There weren’t a few in the bunch! Something must have gone wrong.

Kaia watched the eldest daughter shake her head in shame. She lifted a hand, and a dozen hidden guards lifted their crossbows, aiming them at these people. They were the ones that summoned them, and now they were going to kill them just because they weren’t the right type. However, just as she was about to give the order, the empress raised a hand, stopping her cold. She quickly hid her hand, her face turning red in embarrassment.

“Wh-what’s going on?” One of those that was transported finally had the guts to speak. “Where are we?”

“First, I would like to know the names of our champions?” The empress suddenly spoke.

“Champions? Who’s a champion?” One boy stepped forward.

“You are the champions. We summoned you to our world to help us fight against a cowardly and evil race.”

What is mother doing? These are humans! The race we want to kill are humans too. Does she plan to have them fight each other?

The boy smiled. “Then, I’m your man. The name is Richard!”

“Sarah... what is going on here?” a long-legged and beautiful woman asked her much frumpier friend.

“Penny... I think we made it. We made it... to another world!”
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