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CONSTRUCT YOUR DUNGEON. Summon your monster girls. Slaughter your foes.

When the Inkolana Cartel's experimental computer network comes under attack, they give white-hat hacker Clay Knight two hours to fix the problem.

If he succeeds, he'll be rich beyond his wildest dreams.

If he fails, he's a dead man.

But when Clay hacks the hackers, he stumbles into an ancient ritual that summons him to the dusty, forgotten world of Soketra. In this strange new land, Clay finds dungeons, monsters, and a fierce pride of beautiful cat women who believe he is the reincarnation of the ancient Dungeon Lord Rathokhetra. With a band of bloodthirsty dungeon raiders on his doorstep, Clay must master his new abilities and gather guardians for his territory to save himself and his army of warrior women from a fate darker than death.
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH the Viridian Gate Online Universe? Visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
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Chapter 1: Meltdown
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SHE CROSSED THE BAR toward me with the lithe strides of a stalking tigress. Candlelight cast her face in shadow, but her eyes glowed with an emerald radiance that drew me to her like a barbed-wire lariat. Musical chimes tinkled against my ears with every step she took, and I wanted her the same way a man lost in the desert wanted water.

The good news was that she looked like she was just as thirsty for me as I was for her.

She didn’t say a word when she reached me. She tilted her head back and eased forward until our lips almost touched. Her breath smelled like honeysuckle and cinnamon, and the heat of it wrapped my brain in a warm, moist fog that made it all but impossible to think about anything but her.

I leaned forward to kiss her, and our lips met with an explosion of pain that dragged me out of the best damned dream I’d had in months. It took me a few seconds to realize why my lips hurt so bad.

It was the gun barrel a very unpleasant man had shoved into my mouth.

“You Knight?” the hulking shadow that loomed over my bed asked. He had to be close to seven feet tall and seemed almost as wide. A shaft of light through my open window fell across his heavily tattooed gun hand. The pistol was still pressed up against my lips, and my eyes crossed when I tried to focus on it, but I didn’t need to see any details to know it was big enough to turn my head into extra-chunky salsa if I made a wrong move.

I considered trying to convince the shadow he had the wrong apartment, but that seemed like a bad plan. If he’d wanted me dead, he wouldn’t have woken me up to seal the deal.

“That’s me,” I said and did my best not to flinch as my lips scraped across the gun’s muzzle. 

Neither of us moved for what must have been a thousand years. Finally, the gun moved a few feet away from my mouth, but its bore remained centered on my head. Still, I considered that progress.

“Gotta job for you,” he said. “Get dressed.”

“I don’t know—”

“This is a one-time offer, and it expires when I get pissed off.” The man’s gruff voice told me we were very close to that expiration. “You do this, you get a billion dollars. You fuck it up, or you lay there in bed like a slug for a few more minutes, and I’ll introduce you to one of Mr. Shooty’s bullet friends.”

He tipped the gun’s muzzle up so I could stare down the bottomless black well of its barrel.

I scrambled out of my warm, comfy bed and onto the cold hardwood floor like an electric eel had just tried to climb up my ass.  The freezing shock of the wood against the soles of my feet filled me with the sudden urge to empty my bladder, but there was no time for that. I grabbed the black sweatpants and matching T-shirt that I’d dropped on the floor before climbing into bed a few hours ago and practically dove into them.

“I’ll need my laptop,” I said as I tried to reach past the big dude to collect my bag off the dresser behind him.

“No.” He blocked my arm with his massive body. “We’ve got everything you need at the job.”

I wanted to explain to him that there was no way he knew what I needed. That laptop was loaded with tools I’d built or modified over a decade of security work. Asking me to do my job without that laptop would be like asking a carpenter to build a house without his hands.

“You don’t understand,” I tried to explain, but the big boy was having none of it. He abandoned the shadows for the rectangle of milky moonlight that spilled through my bedroom window and shoved his pistol into my ribs hard enough to leave a bruise.

But the gun wasn’t what freaked me out.

The shadow man was a straight-up monster. His enormous head was as bald as a newborn’s ass, with a brow so heavy it looked like you could break bricks on it. His beady eyes perched above a spade-shaped nose lined with whorls and ridges of flesh, and a pair of cracked tusks jutted from the corners of a gruesome, lipless mouth.

To top it all off, the dude was a puke shade of green and smelled about the same.

“We were told you were the best, and that is why I came for you,” he said, his carefully enunciated words at odds with his bestial appearance. “But you have reached the limits of my patience, and I am about to move on to our second choice.”

“After I kill you.”

If I’d had any doubts about his willingness to put me in the ground, they vanished after one quick glance into his eyes. I didn’t know what had happened to this guy, but whatever nightmare accident had wrecked his face left him looking like a Lord-of-the-Rings-style orc straight out of central casting. He also looked like he might eat me after he shot me in the face.

“Lead on,” I said. I’d spent more than my fair share of time in the gym, because if you spend all day pecking at a keyboard, you have to do something or you’ll turn into a wad of sugar cookie dough. But I had no illusions that my sparring matches and weight lifting would stand a chance against this legit monster. I was sure he wasn’t actually an orc, but he still looked as big and mean as one of Tolkien’s bad boys.

“Don’t try anything stupid,” he said and waved the pistol’s muzzle toward the door. 

I followed his directions and kept my hands well away from my sides as I left my bedroom. I didn’t have a weapon, but I didn’t want the orc lookalike behind me to think that I did and get antsy. 

Besides, there was an upside to all this. If I pulled off the job they’d kidnapped me for, I’d be a billionaire.

I kept that thought locked firmly at the front of my mind as we left my apartment. The orc steered me toward the elevator and made his gun vanish as soon as we entered the car. He didn’t so much as glance in my direction for the rest of the trip.

“Can I at least know what corp wanted me so bad they sent you to shanghai me?” I asked between floors twelve and eleven. “I don’t usually go on a first date without knowing a name.”

He mulled the question over until we hit the eighth floor and then said something that scared me even more than his ugly mug.

“Inkolana Syndicate,” he said, as if deciding it didn’t matter whether I knew who’d hired me. 

Well, that explained the guns and money. The Inkolana Syndicate had more of both than they knew what to do with, and they weren’t afraid to use either of them to get what they wanted. And what they wanted was usually a bigger slice of the drug business and for their enemies in various world governments to disappear into deep, dark holes.

But what the hell would the world’s scariest cartel need with a hacker?

I asked that question when we hit the ground floor, but the orc just grunted and clapped an oversized hand on my shoulder. He steered me through the lobby and out to the sidewalk where a black sedan waited for us. My kidnapper shoved me into the back seat, then slid in next to me without another word.

I scrambled to the other side of the car before he could smash me under his bulk. The dude didn’t have much respect for personal space.

The sedan’s suspension groaned in protest as the monster settled into position beside me, and the engine protested mightily as the driver slammed it into drive and punched the accelerator. We glided through the streets of downtown Dallas, and the lack of foot traffic and Uber drivers told me I’d been taken in the dead hours of the night between the time when the barflies buzzed away from their booze halls and when the early risers dragged their sorry asses off to their slavery in corporate hellholes.

“Put this on,” the cartel thug said. He slapped a burlap sack against my gut, and I grunted in surprise. My blood ran cold as I raised the hood to get a better look at it. The coarse brown cloth was exactly the sort of thing you’d put over someone’s head before you put a bullet through the back of their skull.

“I never touched an Inkolana system,” I argued in a desperate effort to save my life. Maybe they thought I’d hacked them and they were taking me somewhere to torture me for a few days before they shot me. A vivid image of my naked, mutilated corpse lying in a ditch with the bloody bag over my shattered head bullied its way into my thoughts. 

“It’s for your safety,” the orc said. “You don’t need to know where we’re going to do your damned job.”

The argument made enough sense to put my paranoid dread at ease, and I yanked the bag down over my head. The loose weave of the burlap made it possible to see light and shadow, but I couldn’t make out any details. 

We cruised along for a while longer but never hit highway speeds. That told me we’d never left downtown, but not much else. Dallas had exploded in size over the past couple of decades, and its downtown was littered with massive skyscrapers. There was no way for me to tell which underground parking garage we pulled into, and I hoped the cartel would feel the same way.

The car stopped, my kidnapper dragged me out of it, and a few seconds later we were inside an elevator. A few seconds after that we were zipping up so fast my stomach tried to convince me we were on a roller coaster. It was hard to smell anything but the rich, musty scent of the burlap in front of my nose, but I picked up a harsh antiseptic smell that only got stronger as the elevator went higher. It reminded me of a hospital or a doctor’s office. Something medicinal.

Why would they bring me to a hospital? Did they want me to hack into its systems and assassinate someone during an operation? I’d seen a movie with that plot once, and the whole thing had seemed stupid to me. There was almost no reason for a hacker to come on site to do a job like that.

The elevator’s doors dinged open after several minutes, and the orc muscled me out of the elevator. He waited for a few seconds, then yanked the hood off my head and shoved it into one of his jacket’s pockets.

I blinked and struggled to adjust my eyes to the harsh light. Everything around me was polished white that gleamed with a sterile perfection. There were no pictures on the walls, no carpet on the floor, not even the thin black grid of tiles. It looked as if the whole place had been molded from a single block of white acrylic.

The orc snatched my right arm in his iron grip and almost yanked me off my feet as he hauled me forward. I took a deep, surprised breath, and my nose burned from the chemical reek of cleaning agents and raw alcohol in the air. A faint bubbling noise grew louder over the slap of my soles against the smooth floor. It reminded me of an aquarium’s oxygenating pump.

Where the fuck was I?  

We rounded a corner and came into a square white room about thirty feet on a side. The only furniture was a simple black desk with a fancy office chair made of so much chrome and leather it looked like it belonged in the private room of a strip club. My babysitter hauled me over to the chair and tossed me into it. He spun my seat around to face the desk with a hearty shove and slapped his hands down on the chair’s back.

“This is your workstation,” he said. “We need you to stop an attack on our system.”

“What system?” I asked. The more information I had, the better equipped I’d be to deal with whatever enemy they’d put me up against. “And what kind of attack?” 

“This is the system,” the big boy said, and the white wall in front of me vanished to reveal an enormous aquarium that looked like it was at least as big as the room that held my workstation.

A sinister black manifold hovered above the surface of the yellowish fluid that filled the tank, and thick, wire-wrapped cables descended from the multitude of bulbous nodules that dotted its surface. Those artificial umbilical cords drooped into the thick fluid, where they were each connected to a brain. 

A whole bunch of brains.

The lumps of gray matter were surrounded by status lights that mostly glowed amber. Whatever the cartel had to deal with, it looked like it had already taken a toll on their vat of brains.

“I’m a coder, not a biologist,” I said. Something about this place creeped me out, and I did not want to get stuck messing around with a swimming pool filled with dead heads. “And I don’t think anyone can fix brains after they’ve been scooped out of their skulls, so I’ll just mosey on back home—”

I didn’t get halfway out of the chair before the orc slapped his enormous hands onto my shoulders like a raptor putting the death grip on a rabbit. He pressed me back into my seat so hard its springs squealed, and I was sure a couple of my vertebrae had been crushed to powder. The cartel freak shoved my chair forward to pin my legs under the desk so I couldn’t try that little stunt again.

“This is a coding problem,” the enormous monster declared. He reached past me to tap the mirror-smooth surface of the white desk he’d trapped me against. His cologne, a surprisingly delicate but somehow musky scent, flooded my nostrils.

“Hey, what’s that you’re wearing?” I asked. “It reminds me of my grandma’s bathroom—”

The cartel’s muscle squeezed my right shoulder so hard I was sure he’d crippled me for life.

“Shut. Up,” he said in a voice like a concrete mixer’s growl.

I recognized a network diagram before the holographic display the hit man had triggered could fully render. Pulses of red light swarmed through the digital schematic and collected at critical junctures like widowmaker blood clots headed for a soon-to-be-dead-man’s heart. If those red blips broke through whatever defenses had held them back so far, the network’s central cores would be shredded into packets and downloaded in the blink of an eye.

“Wow, someone really, really does not like you guys,” I said as I leaned in for a better look at the mess I’d been kidnapped to fix. It was a truly impressive clusterfuck, of the kind I’d never seen in the wild. “This is a DDOS, but not the script kiddie variety. They’re flooding your ports, but I’ve never seen a traffic pattern like this. Looks like a pair of adversarial AIs are running the actual attack. Could be Russian, most definitely military grade. This might be too big of a job for one hacker to handle. I need to call in a few allies to help me lock this down.”

“You will stop the attack,” the orc thug said and gave me a firm pat on my bruised shoulder. “And we will give you one billion dollars. You. Alone.”

“Sounds good,” I said, frustrated by his response. People with money always thought more money could solve any problem the universe laid in their path. Sometimes that was true, but sometimes even the best hackers needed some help. I knew just the right folks to carve this problem up and serve it to the cartel on a platter, but I also knew Mr. Orc Face wouldn’t let me invite my friends over to play ball. Frustrated, I lashed out. “Can I get a pony, too? I’ve never been to Disneyland. Throw in a chartered flight to the happiest place on earth and hire some strippers to give me a concierge tour of Mickey’s Secret Playground while you’re at it.”

The orc cleared his throat and doors opened at the corners of the room. Four more heavies who’d all come from the same factory as my kidnapper entered, and the doors slid closed behind them. They watched me like a pack of ravenous wolves ready to rip into their prey the moment their alpha gave the word. 

Maybe if I survived this, I’d remember not to run my mouth around people who could kill me without losing a wink of sleep.

Oh, who am I kidding? I hated getting pushed around, and I doubted I’d ever sit still while a pack of steroid junkies yanked my chain.

“Mr. Clay Knight,” the big man said from behind me. His voice was as tight as a choke chain around a lunging pit bull’s throat. “This is not a joke or a hoax. We brought you here because our people have heard you are the best when it comes to defending against attacks such as the one we are experiencing. When you stop the attack on my employer’s network, I will give you the access code to a numbered offshore account that contains one billion dollars. With that amount of money, you can purchase your own herd of pony-riding strippers.”

“What if I can’t do it?” I asked. “Whoever’s behind this came loaded for bear. They aren’t just hammering your network; they’re flattening a whole chunk of the internet to get you. It’s the digital equivalent of carpet bombing, and even someone as good as I am can’t just make that go away.”

“If you cannot resolve this issue in a timely fashion, I am authorized to terminate your employment,” the orc boy said in a tone tinged with dark glee. “Believe me when I say that termination will be an extremely painful process for you.”

That threat did wonders to clarify my thoughts. 

“How long do I have before you start hacking pieces off my body?” I asked. My eyes had already roamed across the schematic to identify the most endangered parts of the network and the attack vectors aimed at their digital skulls. 

The incoming hack was impressive, but I spied a glimmer of hope. It would be hard as hell, but I could isolate the weakened nodes and rebuild their defenses in an hour or two. That would hold off the bulk of the attacks that converged on a set of storage and processing nodes at the center of the network. Then another two, maybe three, hours, and I’d turn the denial of service right back on the assholes behind it.

“You must stop the attack before the raiders can reach the secured storage nodes,” he said. “Our IT staff believe that will happen within the next thirty minutes.” 

“That’s not enough time,” I said after I’d caught my breath from that gut punch of a deadline. My thoughts raced as I analyzed the hack again and tried to come up with a defense I could implement in the very narrow window I’d been given.

The bad guys had gone all brute force and launched the internet equivalent of a nuclear strike at the cartel’s brain machine. I could build a bunker inside the network that would protect the critical nodes while I looked for a solution. “I’ll have to take part of your network down and redirect all the attack traffic to a honeypot to figure out a defense.”

“No,” the thug said. “The system must remain operational. Our investors have entrusted us with critical functions for their businesses. We cannot restrict access to our system for any reason.”

I blew out an exasperated sigh and hoped it would take the tension building in my chest with it. The cartel had hired the best defensive hacker money could buy, but it was going to be hard as hell to fix their problem if they tied my hands behind my back with their ridiculous conditions. Thirty minutes to stop an all-out AI attack with no backup, and I had to leave the system online?

I was in hacker hell. 

I debated making a run for it, but the bad men positioned at strategic points around the room made that a loser’s bet. Their scarred and tattooed hands rested on the butts of enormous firearms strapped to their hips or chests, and they kept their dead shark’s eyes locked on me at all times. If I so much as farted too loudly, I’d catch a bullet. 

My only option was to get to work.

I focused my mind on the quiet burble of the brain tank’s filtration pump, and my meditation practice kicked in. My thoughts slowed, my muscles loosened, and my pulse pushed blood into every nook and cranny of my overtaxed brain. The problem-solving skills that had attracted the cartel’s interest and put me in this do-or-die situation burst to life. 

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s make a billion dollars.”

I cracked my knuckles and raised my hands over the white surface of the desk. Illuminated keys rose through the mirror-smooth surface and adjusted their spacing and slope to the positions of my fingers. I’d never touched a keyboard like this one, but the instant my fingertips brushed the grippy, concave keys, my geek obsession with keyboards reared its ugly head.

“This thing custom?” I asked as I tapped in a command to pull up the traffic log files. “I want one. Where’d you get it?”

The thug behind me grunted but said nothing. 

“Fine, be that way,” I snorted. “I’ll check Amazon after I finish cleaning up your mess for you.”

Before I could issue any commands, a terminal window flashed to life and a brief message scrolled up to greet me. 

****WELCOME TO DECS 2033

****ELEVATED ACCESS TERMINAL

****>>>

I poked around to see just how highly elevated this terminal’s access was. I tried to switch to the root directory, but it was locked down. A quick search did turn up an admin directory, however, and that opened up to me almost as fast as my prom date had. It only took me a few seconds to find the traffic logs that I needed.

I extracted the logs from the network’s storage drive, encrypted them into a tidy package, and opened a terminal window to shoot it off to my tools server. I could have analyzed the traffic in the clean room, but the sophisticated analysis package ready and waiting on my remote system could crunch through it in a fraction of the time it would take me to do it manually. I could have done it even faster if they’d let me bring my laptop, but I’d just have to make do.

My shoulders tensed when I started the transfer from DECS to my remote server, but none of the thugs reacted to my breach of security protocol. Either they had no idea what I was up to or they had orders to let me do whatever I deemed necessary to clean up their shitstorm. I hoped it was the former, because I really, really wanted to leave myself a backdoor on this system. I’d never seen anything like it, and there was no way I would leave it alone until I’d pried out every one of its secrets from the safety of the island volcano lair I would build with my billion dollars.

That is how supervillains come to be, folks.

While my analysis package did its work, I ran a “who” command to find any rogue operators rampaging through the system. The massive denial of service attack had created such havoc with the DECS network’s firewalls that a whole army of hackers could be balls deep in it by now.

“Do you have a list of users you expect to be using your network tonight?” I asked the orc. When he didn’t respond immediately, I turned in my chair and stared at him. “Do. You. Have. A—”

“Who do you think you are?” the monster snarled at me. 

The big boy looked pissed enough to chew out my throat and keep my skull for his new cereal bowl. He obviously wasn’t used to being talked to like this, but I was fresh out of polite. I had a job to do, and the minutes I had left before my fatal deadline ticked away much too fast for comfort. If I was going to succeed, these assholes needed to work with me.

“I’m the billion-dollar boy, tubby,” I said. “I know you want to kill me, but you know you can’t. When I ask a question, I expect an answer. If you don’t have an answer, you better fucking get one. The fact that you only gave me thirty minutes to solve this means there’s a deadline over your head as much as mine. Do you have the user list?”

My kidnapper ground his teeth in frustration and turned away from me with one hand pressed to his left ear. He mumbled something to someone and tapped his toe as he waited for a response.

I turned back to my terminal and examined the list of logged-in users. Some of the names were garbled strings of nonsense characters. Those most likely belonged to bots who’d used brute force algorithms to pound their way through the network’s login screens and make themselves at home inside the DECS network. I scraped all those user IDs into a text file and sent it off to the pattern-matching AI on my server. Once the analysis found the common pattern the bad guys had used to create those IDs, we could blast all of them off the network in one swift stroke.

“All of our verified users for this run have logins that start with DECS followed by unique hashes,” the orc hit man said through a jaw clenched so tight I was amazed his teeth hadn’t ground themselves to dust. “The hash list will take us longer to extract, but that is in process.”

“Thank you,” I said in a tone laced with enough sugary sarcasm to cause diabetes.

It only took me a minute or two to hack together a friend-or-foe script to identify the bad guys and terminate their processes. I double-checked my code to make sure I wasn’t about to bounce a bunch of billionaires off their private MMO server and then launched phase one of my counterattack.

I opened a second terminal window while my script ran in the main screen. Dozens of user names scrolled up the screen with a bright red word after each of them: TERMINATED.

“I just kicked a few hundred rogue users out of your system,” I informed the orc-faced freaks scattered around the room. “Which means whatever scrapyard firewall you had in place has already shit the bed and gone off to the happy hacking grounds. You guys probably should’ve hired me before your frenemies played hide the sausage with your fancy network’s balloon knot.”

None of the hit men responded to my status report. They looked bored, as if waiting to shoot me was the simplest job they’d ever had. Maybe it was. Half the orc boys looked like they’d been kicked through a meat grinder and had come out ready for another fight. 

My script kept on playing whack-a-mole with the intruders. Every few hundredths of a second it checked who was online, and any name that didn’t match the safe list I’d established got its ticket punched with extreme prejudice. My trick burnt up valuable processing cycles, but it gave the network a little breathing room. I checked the diagram that had been opened for me and saw my maneuver had already relieved some of the network’s congestion.

That was good, but it wouldn’t last. These hackers were determined, and I needed to track them back to their source and clip their wings for good. If I didn’t, they’d figure out what I was up to and nullify my makeshift defenses with some new shenanigans. 

My phone vibrated around my wrist, and I bumped it against the desk to kill the alarm before any of the orc thugs freaked out. The pattern it had throbbed against my skin told me that my tools package had finished part of its work and had some juicy information for me.

I punched in a command on the DECS terminal to check my private message system and saw two notes parked in my personal email box. The first one was the list of IP addresses and countries of origin from the traffic logs I’d beamed out for analysis. I took a quick peek at the results, and what I saw turned my smile upside down.

The data my analysis tools had parsed didn’t make any fucking sense. There were too many digits in every address segment, and where there should’ve been the names of foreign countries, the AI had spit out long strings of nonsense characters.

“All right, these bad boys were smart enough to cover their tracks and spoof their IP addresses,” I said to the room. “If your boss has any idea who might be behind this or where they’re sending the attack from, now would be a good time to get straight with me. It will be a whole hell of a lot easier if I know where to look for these assholes.”

While the leader of the orc kidnapping ring mumbled into his phone, I checked the second message through the terminal. This was a list of unique usernames and my AI’s best guess at the randomized patterns their attack used. I gave it a quick command to search for any of those user IDs in the usual places and hoped it might come up with a hit. Some hacker groups were stupid and liked to hide cute little signatures in their work.

Don’t do that, kids. That’s how you go to jail.

I was surprised to find that the list of usernames was short. There were a few dozen different handles, less than that if you cut off the alphanumeric strings that seemed to have been appended to them at random. If the attack had truly been brute force, there should’ve been thousands of those bogus login attempts. 

Weird.

But even weirder were the strings of names that I could actually read.

Kezakazek||Drow||Sorcerer||????

Ristle||Gnome||Cleric||####

Sheth||Norisk||Warrior||####

Peska||Half-Demon||Rogue||####

“Cute,” I said sarcastically. “Maybe it is just script kiddies. The list of usernames in here looks like somebody’s D&D game spurted all over the place.”

I read off a few of the names to the orcs and asked, “Do any of those handles ring a bell for you boys?”

It was a long shot, but it certainly would’ve been nice if those names had been the aliases of the cartel’s most hated foes. Then Orc Boy Joe and the Gun Bunnies could’ve scampered off to solve the problem with bullets, and I could go home and get some damned rest.

After I collected my cool billion for helping them settle their shit.

“Checking,” the hit man said. “And the boss says we have too many enemies to count. This could be coming from anywhere.”

“Super,” I said with the same kind of fake good humor you get from the kid at Mickey D’s when you ask for a plain cheeseburger and fresh fries with no salt. “How long do I have left on my clock?”

“Twenty-five minutes,” the orc leader grunted. “Less talking. More work.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered and turned my attention back to the monitors.

The bad guys had been smart enough to hide their IP addresses, so a direct attack was out of the question for the moment. It was time for a different approach.

No one had thought it necessary to give me the details on how DECS was set up or where I could find important pieces of information like the firewall configuration schema. Fortunately, I was really good at this. It only took me a couple of minutes to find the firewall and set up a blacklist based on the IP addresses my AI had extracted from the traffic logs.

The firewall was a piece of shit. That was obvious by the fact that it had failed so spectacularly. I didn’t trust that it wouldn’t fail again, but the blacklist I fed to it would make its job so simple even a one-armed monkey with a bad weed problem could handle it. All the software had to do was check the IP addresses against the list I’d given it, and when it found a match, it would deny them even a single attempt to log in.  

While the firewall itself wasn’t worth a plugged nickel, there was one silver lining. The cartel’s otherwise incompetent IT boys had set up reciprocal blocking agreements with a few dozen firewalls owned by other companies in the same area. The IP addresses I’d added to the DECS blacklist would be shared with the next set of firewalls in this block of the internet neighborhood, and they’d share it with their partners, and so on, and so on. Before long, those masked IPs would be blocked by any system they tried to access.

A red border flashed around my primary terminal window, and I raised an eyebrow as I took in the status report from DECS. My script had killed most of the illegitimate user sessions, but they hadn’t been able to block them all. Kezakazek and her little pals were still loose in the system, and they were eating up bandwidth like nobody’s business. They were still digging in toward the core, but they were also transmitting an alarming amount of information back out of DECS. 

What in the hell were they up to?

I hammered in a quick string of commands to terminate Kezakazek’s session, but nothing happened. The command didn’t kick back an error message or shoot me a status report. I wondered if my keyboard had become disconnected, but, no, I could see the command on the terminal. The system just hadn’t bothered to respond to me.

That was very, very bad.

“What are the odds you have a mole in here?” I asked. “Someone with elevated privileges like the ones on this terminal?”

“Not possible,” the orc said. “And we don’t know anyone by those names you gave us earlier. Keep working. You have twenty minutes.”

Fuck. This just kept getting worse.

If the intruders had already given themselves download privileges, they might have also made themselves immune to my systematic purge. I needed to figure out what they were up to before I could launch another counterattack.

I took a quick peek at their activity logs, and my heart sank. They’d yanked gigabytes of data out of the system and injected gigabytes more. I tapped into the Kezakazek stream, and a flood of hexadecimal garbage splashed across the terminal. I grabbed a couple of lines of the middle of the stream and bashed together a one-liner program to translate the gibberish into ASCII.

****Kezakazek|| Chill Touch|| Wahket Commoner||3||Wound

What in the actual fuck was that all about? It reminded me of the readouts from the old online role-playing games I used to play on my iPad before everything went to augmented reality. I translated a few more lines, and they were all variations on the same theme.

If a gamer clan had hacked their way into DECS as some sort of prank or a way to gain an edge in some online role-playing game, this whole job was about to get incredibly messy.

Because these cartel assholes didn’t care why their system was shitting the bed. They’d kill whoever was responsible for their problem, whether that was another criminal syndicate or a bunch of otherwise innocent kids. And, even if it were just a stupid prank, I was still a dead man if I didn’t solve the issue before the clock ran down.

I glanced over at the firewall configuration terminal screen and cursed when I saw the red border flashing around it. I pivoted my attention to the alert and bit back a shout of frustration. 

The firewall had failed at the very simple job I’d given it. The masked IP addresses didn’t conform to the international standard, and the truly shitacular software the cartel had trusted to defend their system couldn’t handle any nonstandard inputs. The connection requests I’d counted on the firewall to deflect still battered the system, and DECS was getting closer to a catastrophic failure with every passing second.

Speaking of minutes, I had about fifteen of them left. Fifty percent of my work time had evaporated in what felt like thirty seconds. The shot clock had ticked down into the danger zone, and the time for playing defense was over. If I wanted to live, I had to get aggressive.

“All right, dickbags,” I whispered under my breath. “If I can’t keep you out, let’s see if I can get in.”

I switched back to my AI tool suite and commanded it to find the single most common IP address used by the attackers. It churned for a few seconds and then spat out three addresses that had each been used close to a million times.

“Here goes nothing.” I fired up some attack programs on my tools server and fed all three IP addresses into my attack.

Nothing happened for what felt like a few hours, and beads of sweat trickled down my spine as my nerves tried to push me into full-blown panic mode. There was every chance this wouldn’t work. But if it did...

***CONNECTING.

***CONNECTING..

***CONNECTING...

The inside of my lower lip was raw from where I’d anxiously gnawed on it. If I could catch one lousy break, I could wrap this fucking mess up and collect one billion goddamn dollars.

I checked the timestamp on my attack suite. Five seconds had passed. My head throbbed, and my pulse pounded in my ears as I waited to see if I’d get lucky.

***PLEASE ENTER LOGIN CREDENTIALS.

***>>>

“Holy shit!” I shouted and immediately regretted my exclamation.

The cartel’s gunmen jumped at the sudden sound and drew their weapons. Their eyes were like hard chips of flint as they burrowed into me, and every gun in the room was pointed at my head.

I lifted both hands off my keyboard and slowly turned in my fancy office chair to make sure they could all see I meant no harm. When they eased their pistols back into their holsters and crossed their arms over their chests, I finally spoke.

“Geez, jumpy much?” I asked with a cool-guy tone that I hoped masked my nerves. “That was just me celebrating the stupidity of the bad guys. They made the same mistake your dipshit IT guys did and didn’t defend themselves very well.”

“Twelve minutes,” the muscle said. “In twelve minutes, you’re either a billionaire or a corpse. Your choice.”

“I’ll only need five,” I said with a cocky exuberance that smoothed over the jangled snarl of barbed-wire nerves in my belly. “You did kidnap the best, after all.”

I spun back around to face the terminal and fired off a port scan. My eyes widened as I realized the attacker’s system had no firewall of any kind. I didn’t have a good user ID or password, and there was no time to run a brute force attack on them. But the port scan showed me that these dummies had left several ports open. Those would give me an angle of attack.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here.” I scrolled through the open ports. Port eighty-eight? That was probably a security camera. This could be interesting.

I accessed the open port, and a janky webcam interface of a type I’d never seen before opened in my terminal window. Someone had overlaid a crusty low-res sandstone texture across the whole thing and added an ugly drop shadow to make the words and text-entry boxes look like they’d been carved into the fake rock.

“How very late twentieth-century GeoCities of you,” I grumbled. 

One of the first things you learn as a hacker is that people are terrible about their own security. I typed “admin” and “password” into the appropriate boxes and tapped the enter key.

The interface flickered for a moment, and then a red ACCESS DENIED message flashed across the screen.

I changed the user name to “Admin” and tried again.

“Bingo,” I whispered as a green ACCEPTED banner flashed and the sandstone blew away with a surprisingly realistic animation. Static flickered on the terminal’s screen, but my monitor held a black square where I’d expected the video feed to appear. I wondered for a moment if I’d stumbled onto an ancient and forgotten security camera tucked away in an old basement storeroom. That wouldn’t do me any good at all. I needed to see some faces or at least some populated background scene to narrow down the attackers’ location.

The camera’s terminal window fuzzed out into gray and black static that slowly resolved itself into a recognizable image. The ambient lighting in the camera room was dim, and the walls looked like they were made from blocks of stone. The perspective seemed strange, and shadows stretched and shrank across the wall. It took me a few moments to realize the camera wasn’t aimed at a wall. It was pointed up to the ceiling.

Apparently, I was not going to catch the break I so badly needed.

The faint scent of cinnamon and other spices I couldn’t identify wafted through the clean room on a hot breeze. Other scents—hot wax, the faint sulfurous aroma of a spent match, and the warm, thick smell of honey—filled the room in a perfumed cloud. 

“Check the doors,” the orc who’d kidnapped me barked, and one of the overgrown muscle men hustled out of the room with his gun drawn.

“I’m going to need a raise if this gets shooty,” I said to the orc. “Hazard pay.”

“If there’s shooting, you’ll probably be the first one to catch a bullet,” he responded. “For now, concentrate on fixing the problem.”

“Wow,” I said. “You’re a fucking peach.”

I dragged the camera’s window up to the left corner of the holographic display and focused on the terminal window through which I’d launched my attack.

I might not have found anything useful through the camera’s naked port, but I was inside their network now. That gave me the opening I needed to crush them. 

I set up a quick script to grab the attacks the bad people sent at DECS and boomerang them straight back to their source. That flurry of attacks would overload the camera’s connection. If there was a god in heaven, that downed node would spread its pain to the rest of the network and melt the enemy attack into digital goo.

“Ready or not,” I said as I executed the attack command. “Here I fucking come.”

A high-pitched scream ripped through the room. The muscle boys ducked for cover and trained their weapons on the door their buddy had recently headed through. The chief orc clapped a hand on my shoulder as he positioned himself between my seat and the doorway.

“Keep working,” he said. He might not have liked me, but he put himself right in the path of any bullets that might head my way, and he did it without hesitation. “You will not die until your deadline is reached. You have my word.”

The other two gunmen took that as their key to put their bodies in the same path. They were assholes, but they were assholes with the dedication to lay down their lives in the line of duty. I had to respect that.

Especially when that duty was to keep my fat out of the fire.

The redirected assault pounded against the attackers’ network, but that did not stop the raiders already inside the DECS system. Kezakazek and the other unauthorized users were clawing their way closer and closer to the main data cores at the heart of the network. If they reached their target, they’d suck DECS dry in no time.

“And that’ll be the end of me,” I grumbled. “Not gonna happen today.”

I reached into my bag of dirty black hacker tricks and tapped into a zombie botnet I’d had on the back burner for a couple of years now. A quick-and-dirty script added all three thousand computers in that botnet to the attack on the raiders’ system, and a warm, happy feeling spread through my chest as I watched billions of port requests slam into my target like a swarm of torpedoes into the hull of a defenseless cargo ship.

“Are you there?” a woman’s voice whispered from the holographic display. “Lord Rathokhetra, is that you?”

A shadow obscured the webcam’s view for a moment, and then a woman’s blurred face appeared on the hijacked terminal’s display. Her eyes were the same vivid emerald green as those I’d seen in my dream just before the orc nightmare had so rudely shoved his pistol into my mouth. The spicy perfume I’d smelled earlier intensified and tickled my nostrils with its exotic mystery. Just like in my dream, those eyes melted my brain and made it almost impossible for me to think about anything else.

“Who are you?” I whispered back. My babysitters hadn’t noticed this new weirdness yet, but I didn’t want to draw their attention from whatever had happened outside the clean room. “You need to stop this attack on DECS, like, immediately. These guys aren’t your run-of-the-mill corporate security goons. This is a cartel network. They will kill you if you don’t knock it off.”

While I thought it was an extremely generous gesture on my part to warn this chick off her attack against the worst people I’d ever met, it was not an entirely selfless move. If I talked her into shutting down her system, I’d get out of this alive.

“Cartel?” she asked, and another scream caused her to look over her shoulder. Had the orc’s friends already found her hideout? Shit, I needed to finish this before the hitman killed all the enemy hackers and denied me my bounty. Before I could plead with the mystery woman on the monitor to knock it off, she turned back to the camera. Her face was still out of focus, but there was something else wrong with its outline. Her head had a strange shape, and she seemed to have horns on top of it. “You mean the Raiders Guild?” 

“What are you even...” I let the words die out. This hacker was clearly insane. She’d never see the sense of what I’d told her. I would just shut her down the old-fashioned way.

I’d kept the port scan running the whole time, and it kicked up some delightful bounty. The barrage of attacks I’d launched had overloaded the enemy system’s defenses and knocked more ports open. My AI reported that several of these were network storage devices, a couple were routers, and the rest were a rat’s nest of general-purpose computers.

“You have to complete the ritual, Lord Rathokhetra,” the woman pleaded with me. She pulled back from the camera as some noise attracted her attention, then stared back at me with those mesmerizing eyes. “Please. The dungeon raiders are killing us all!”

The static cleared for a moment, and mystery girl’s face was in full focus for the first time. My heart skipped a beat at my first glimpse of the enemy hacker.

Her eyes were far too large and burned with an emerald intensity that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Three tawny stripes of short, sleek fur swept back from each of her plump cheeks like a tiger’s stripes. Her nose had an upturned tip that was a vivid pink, and her lips were full and blood red. And those things on top of her head weren’t horns; they were pointed ears covered in fur the same color as the stripes on her cheeks. Her skin was a deep bronze that seemed to glow with vitality.

I didn’t know how it was possible for my dream girl to have intruded on my job, and I didn’t care. I wanted her to survive this. I wanted to meet her when all this was over. We could retire to a nice tropical island somewhere without acid rain and bedbugs. Hell, I’d even take the bedbugs if she was part of the package deal.

“Is this some kind of joke?” I choked out. That got the orc’s attention.

“You have eight minutes left, hacker,” he spat. There’d been no further screams, so he’d turned back into an asshole.

“This is no joke,” the cat girl whispered. She had hunkered down so close to the monitor her face was lost in shadows. She reached forward to wrap her hands around either side of the device as if she were trying to clasp my cheeks. “We need you, Lord Rathokhetra. Awaken from your slumber and save us!”

Her eyes burned into me, and I felt a desire to save her from whatever the hell was happening to her. There was something about the woman that plucked at my heartstrings, despite the fact that we were on opposite sides of this fight. 

“Are you Kezakazek?” I blurted out.

“No!” she exclaimed, her face twisted with shock. “Kezakazek is leading the attack on your tomb! She is the one killing your faithful wahket.”

That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Maybe we weren’t enemies in this battle after all. Maybe we were both getting dicked over by this rogue band of hackers. Even if the cat girl was nuts, she might have information I could use.

And I really, really wanted to save her.

“How do I complete the ritual?” I asked.

“You must open your Ark, my lord,” she whispered. “But hurry, there is little time.”

I launched a search for file names or directories with “Ark” in the name and crossed my fingers. My heart pounded in my chest as the seconds ticked away. If I followed this lunatic cat girl’s advice and it failed, I was a dead man. 

Directories scrolled up my screen, and my heart caught between beats as I read the list of directory names.

***Ark of Arukanaten

***Ark of Baasrek

***Ark of Inkolana

***Ark of Panakaneket

***Ark of Rathokhetra

***Ark of Thet

She’d called me Rathokhetra, so that must be the one I needed. My fingers flew over the custom keyboard as I dove into the directory. I wanted so badly to peek at the Ark of Inkolana, but there was no time for that. Maybe there’d be a few seconds to slip in a backdoor for later.

There was only a single file in the Ark of Rathokhetra directory: Ritual.exe.

“Well, that’s a pretty fucking obvious trap,” I grumbled. The safe thing to do was scan it down to the subatomic level, but there wasn’t time. 

Fuck it. You only live once.

I executed the ritual.

The hologram flickered and jittered like a monitor tuned to a scrambled network channel. The smell of cinnamon flooded my nostrils and filled my head with visions of a strange desert land.

“Yes!” the cat girl cried, and her voice was so clear and pure I whipped around in my chair to see if she’d appeared behind me.

A progress message flashed across the terminal.

***50% complete......

***60% complete......

***70% complete......

***Ritual.exe terminated. Out of memory exception.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I snarled. 

“Three minutes, keyboard cowboy,” the orc said. He and his pals had returned to their positions in the clean room, and all of them looked ready to shoot me full of holes.

Out of memory? Fuck that. I had access to a system with memory to spare.

I held my breath and copied Ritual.exe over to DECS.

It took less than ten seconds to copy the file into a temporary directory on the system I was supposed to save. For all I knew, I was about to trigger a virus of truly epic proportions.

And I didn’t care.

If it let me save this woman, I’d take the risk. 

I offered up a silent prayer and then executed Ritual.exe.

An explosion of gibberish covered the holographic display, and an eerie chorus of harps burst from the sound system. The smell of incense grew so thick in the air that I half-believed I saw wisps of smoke curl up from the tiled floor around me.

“What did you do?” the orc kidnapper barked. “What have you fucking done?”

“I’m saving your ass!” I shouted over the harps as they swelled to a crescendo.

The characters on the terminal transformed from scrambled ASCII nonsense to pictograms that glowed with golden light.

No, not pictograms.

Hieroglyphics.

My eyes drooped as the strength fled my limbs. My heart thudded slower and slower, and my blood grew cold in my veins. The golden glow faded from the glyphs, leaving behind what looked like dead, gray stone.

“He comes to us!” the cat girl shouted, her voice ecstatic.

And then a gunshot punched through the harps’ wails, and the world went black.
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Chapter 2: Summoned
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THE FIRST THING I NOTICED was the sand that covered every inch of my body. Its annoying grains had found their way into every nook and cranny of my skin, and a gritty layer of the stuff covered my face like a mask.

The second thing I noticed was the smell of blood. Was that my blood?

“Awaken, Lord Rathokhetra,” a woman pleaded with me. Soft hands brushed the sand from my cheeks, and a warm, cinnamon-scented breath blew the grains from my eyes. “The raiders draw near, and many of your faithful wahket have fallen. Awaken, O Lord!”

I recognized the voice from the brief, insane conversation I’d had with the hacker just before I was shot. 

Had I been shot?

I’d definitely heard a gun fire just before everything went black. I hadn’t felt the shot, though. And if I was dead why was there so much sand?

I cracked open one eye to get a look at my surroundings. Flickering light painted the ceiling in shades of orange and yellow. The uncertain illumination cast the figure that loomed above me in dancing shadows. At least when I woke up this time I didn’t have a gun in my mouth.

“Where am I?” I asked. My voice sounded as rough and coarse as the sand that surrounded me, and my throat was raw as if I hadn’t spoken in months. Low walls made of what looked like gold surrounded me on all sides, and the sand filled the box to its rim. I levered myself up on my elbows to get a better look around me, and sand cascaded from my naked torso in dusty rivulets. My skin was paler than I thought it should be, but I didn’t see any bullet holes in my chest or abdomen. “And where are my clothes?”

“You are in your tomb beneath the Kahtsinka Oasis, Lord Rathokhetra,” the shadowed figure said in a voice thick with awe. She reached across my body to retrieve a candle from the sconce on the wall next me. She held it aloft, and her oversized eyes blazed with viridian light as she examined me.

I took a moment to return the favor. She looked exactly as she had on the monitor: the same golden skin, the same tawny stripes of fur on her cheeks, and the same pointed ears that jutted from the top of her head like a pair of perky radar dishes. A beaded coin halter top struggled to cover her ample chest as she took in a deep breath, and a quick glance down showed me a matching skirt that hung from a thin golden chain around her waist. The sleek muscles of her thighs peeked through the high slits on either side of her skirt, and a long cat’s tail curled behind her bare feet.

I’d seen cosplayers before, but this hacker had really gone all out. Ears and a tail that realistic must have cost her a fortune. As much as I wanted to eyeball her for another hour or two, what I needed to do was get the hell out of wherever I was before the cartel showed up to shoot me and everyone else here full of vitamin lead.

“I don’t know who Rathokhetra is, but I’m not him.” I used the edge of my coffin to drag myself up and out of the sand. The cat hacker gave me space as I stepped out of the golden box and put my bare feet on the cold stone floor. Fortunately, whoever had stolen my clothes and buried me under a pile of sand had the decency to wrap an ornate loincloth around my waist, which made the situation a little less embarrassing than it could have been. “My name’s Clay. How do I get out of here?”

“I am Nephket, the last priestess of the wahket, and your humble servant, Lord Rathokhetra,” the cat woman said as she placed the candle back into its sconce. She bowed low and crossed her wrists behind her head in a formal pose that looked uncomfortable as hell. “Thank you for returning from the underworld in our time of need. The raiders have invaded your tomb and will find us soon.”

“The cartel’s already here?” I asked. Wherever here was. I still couldn’t put together how I’d gone from a high-tech office building to this dingy sandpit of a cellar, but I would worry about that later.

If there was a later.

Metal rang on metal, and a woman screamed. That sounded a lot like the cartel and not Domino’s delivering.

“Defend us, Lord Rathokhetra,” the hacker priestess begged me. “We have kept your headdress and khopesh ready for just this moment. Don your armor, wield your weapon, and destroy those who would defile your dungeon and steal its core!”

If I’d had any doubts that this hacker was completely insane, they vanished in that moment. I’d also started to doubt my own senses, because those cat ears and tail looked way too real to be even really good animatronic prosthetics, and dungeons were something you hunted dragons in with your friends in an online roleplaying game. 

“Look,” I said, uncertain and confused about what the hell was going on. “I told you, Nephket, my name’s Clay. I’m not your lord, and I’m not here to save you. I’m just a guy trying to survive.”

The clash of metal against stone rang nearby, and its echoes scattered like bats fleeing the light. Panicked shouts and the sounds of naked feet slapping against stone grew louder as people approached.

The priestess straightened from her bowed posture and raised her hand. Dozens of candles and sconces scattered around the room ignited with golden flames. Their brilliance drove back the shadows that had concealed a massive golden throne against the wall to my right. An ornate headdress rested on the throne’s cushioned seat, and a hooked bronze sword lay across armrests carved into the forms of crouching lions. The back of the throne was shaped like an enormous hooded cobra that curled above the seat. The serpent’s open jaws clutched a pearlescent orb the size of a man’s skull. Vivid swirls of purple smoke churned within the sphere, and something about it called out to me.

That orb was mine. I knew it the second I laid eyes on it.

In fact, everything I saw was mine. Including Nephket.

Nephket crossed the room with brisk strides, grabbed the weapon from the throne, and then lifted the headdress with her other hand. She moved with a sinuous grace that reminded me of a stalking tigress, and the coins stitched onto her clothes jingled with every step she took. She returned and presented the gear to me with a bowed head.

“Please, I beg of you, Lord Rathokhetra,” she said in a voice that was nearly a sob. “We need you. Take up arms, defend your dungeon, defeat the raiders before the last of your people perish!”

A vibrant tapestry on the wall across from the serpent throne billowed to the side as a knot of bloodied and battered cat women stumbled into the chamber. Their fur stripes came in many colors, from orange to charcoal gray to a deep, glossy black, but their skin tones all shared Nephket’s lustrous golden hue. The room filled with a powerful, musky perfume that made it hard to think about anything else.

“We’ve sealed the final door, but the raiders are coming,” one of them gasped. Her left ear was notched midway down its length, and a sticky trail of drying blood had found its way through her hair and down the bridge of her nose. Her emerald eyes were wide, but the pupils were narrowed to almost invisible black slits. “They came prepared and will reach us soon.”

I was still confused about where I was and what had happened, but there was one thing I wasn’t confused about. There was no way I’d stand by and let these strange and beautiful feline women get killed. Whoever had put their hands on them was going to be very, very sorry if I had anything to say about it.

I snatched the headdress and the curious hooked sword from Nephket’s outstretched hands. She opened her mouth to say something, but I didn’t wait around to get the user instructions. I slapped the helmet on top of my head and gripped the weapon’s leather-wrapped hilt in both hands. The hooked blade was wide and heavy, but it felt so damned right in my hands.

A wave of sapphire blue flashed across my vision and left me blinded and stunned for a moment. When it cleared, pale blue lines covered the walls, floor, and ceiling of the chamber with a perfect grid of five-foot squares. A small compass rose shimmered in the upper right corner of my vision. It was almost invisible unless I focused my attention on it, and then it showed the current direction I faced, bright and clear.

“Welcome home, Lord Rathokhetra,” a sepulchral voice boomed in my thoughts. “You have acquired the Crypt Crown and Khopesh, dungeon lord.”

A vision of the ornate headdress filled my mind’s eye, along with a short row of fiery red text beneath it: 

[[[Armor Class 25; Hellish Rebuke and Eldritch Blast, cast at will.]]]

Before I could fully absorb all I’d seen, the curved sword replaced the image of the headdress in my thoughts. I glanced at the glowing words and a surge of confidence rushed through me: 

[[[+2 bonus to attack, 4 to 14 (Average 9) hit points damage, increased attack speed, expanded critical range, possible disarm on critical.]]]

I’d played enough role-playing games to know that these were two very kick-ass items. I didn’t know how any of this could be real, but the similarities to other role-playing games made me wonder if I’d died and gone to nerd heaven.

“Lord Rathokhetra,” the cat women sighed the name in unison and dropped to their knees, their hands clasped across their foreheads. “Our lives are yours. We live to serve. We die in honor.”

“Nobody’s dying today,” I said. “Well, none of you are dying today. Can’t say the same for the bad guys.”

Muffled shouts from beyond the tapestry drew my attention. I strode across the room and flung the embroidered wall hanging aside to reveal a five-foot-square alcove. The ceiling of the small chamber was ten feet overhead, and a heavy stone door occupied the center of the wall across from me. A pair of black iron brackets jutted from the wall on either side of the door, and a thick wooden beam rested across them to hold the door closed.

A low metallic ringing echoed through the alcove as someone on the other side of the door smashed something heavy into the stone. A narrow crack appeared in the door’s surface, and the wooden beam jumped in its bracket. The barrier wouldn’t stand for long.

I held the khopesh at the ready in my right hand and grabbed the end of the wooden bar on the far side of the hinges with my left. I lifted the beam as quietly as I could and eased it up and out of the bracket on that side. Then I stepped back, cocked my sword over my shoulder like a baseball player braced for a home-run swing, and waited.

A split second later there was a loud crash, and the door burst open. A muscle-bound freak of a man clad in a chain mail shirt stumbled through the now-open door. The massive sledgehammer he’d used to batter the barrier open dragged him off-balance, and his boots tangled with the beam still slanted across the corridor just inside the door. The head of the poor bastard’s hammer hit the ground in front of him, and its handle jabbed him hard in the solar plexus as he caught himself on it.

A red aura erupted around the man when I locked eyes on him, and I instinctively understood that it represented his life force. A moment later a string of red text appeared over his head, and I knew everything I needed to know about this intruder in my dungeon.

[[[Sheth, 1st Level Human Warrior, 12 Hit Points]]]

Yep, this was definitely some kind of elaborate role-playing game. I didn’t understand all the rules yet, but there’d be plenty of time to figure that out after I dealt with these jerks.

“You picked a bad day to come calling, Sheth,” I growled.

The warrior’s eyes widened in horror as I stepped forward and swung the khopesh at his throat. The blade whistled as it sliced through the air in a metallic blur. 

Sheth tried to raise his hammer to parry my blow, but the tool was poorly balanced and too heavy to provide an effective defense. He’d only lifted the sledgehammer to his waist when my weapon buried itself in his neck.

The hooked sword’s cutting edge severed the corded muscles just above the warrior’s mail shirt. Flesh parted around my weapon, and blood sprayed from the grisly wound I’d hacked deep into Sheth’s neck. 

The hammer fell from the warrior’s nerveless fingers. He clasped his gauntlets to his ruined throat, but there was no stanching the flow of blood from the canyon I’d carved through his flesh. The light flowed out of his aura just as fast as the blood gushed from his severed carotid artery.

The khopesh was so well balanced and nimble that I had scarcely considered my follow-up attack before the blade whistled through a wicked backhand stroke I was sure would decapitate the warrior. 

But as the sword’s curved cutting edge came within a hairsbreadth of Sheth’s throat, he fell to one knee and vanished in a blast of red light. The sheathed sword he’d worn on his hip fell to the floor with a clang, and his chain mail shirt collapsed onto the weapon like Obi-Wan’s robes when Vader cut him down.

Well, that was unexpected.

The vanished fighter’s companions gawked at me with raw terror in their eyes. They raised their weapons into defensive postures and retreated back down the narrow corridor. The nearest of the raiders, a stocky woman with a pair of barbed horns curling from her temples, held a dagger in each hand and shook her head in denial.

“You said there was no dungeon lord here, Kez!” she shouted.

The horned woman scrambled back from me, but the hallway was only five feet wide, and the very short man behind her was frozen in terror. 

The little guy tried to back away, but he was too slow, and her leather-clad ass smashed into his long beak of a nose and sent him sprawling to the floor. His weapon, a mace that looked far too large for him to wield effectively, clattered to the stone and rolled behind the last member of the raiding party.

She was short and slender, with violet eyes and long, pointed ears that peeked through the flowing waves of her ebony hair. Where her companions were armored, this one wore nothing but a single strip of tattered black cloth that coiled around her body in a half-hearted attempt to cover her otherwise naked curves.

“The Guild swore there wasn’t one,” the dark elf said. Unlike her companions, she wasn’t stunned into inaction. She held her ground and twisted her fingers in tortured patterns that made my knuckles ache just looking at them. “That just means there’s better treasure waiting for us once we’ve destroyed him!”

“No,” I said with a bloody grin. “It means you’re all going home in body bags.”

Faced with the choice between getting hacked down without a fight like her warrior friend and hoping for a lucky strike to take me out, the horned woman lunged. Her twin daggers flashed like falling stars as she spun them around her fingers in an impressive display of manual dexterity.

No matter how fancy her knife skills, I knew the horned woman didn’t have a chance to land a strike. I readied my much longer sword for an eviscerating thrust that would drop her before she came within knife range.

My attacker must have come to the same conclusion because she whipped her left hand forward and hurled one of her daggers at my face before she was within my sword’s reach. 

The deadly weapon tumbled end over end across the short distance between us as it raced on a collision course with my right eye. Startled by the unexpected maneuver, I reacted on pure instinct and swiped the khopesh in front of me. My defensive slash deflected the spinning dagger in a spray of sparks. The thrown blade ricocheted off the wall to my left and tumbled down the hallway behind me where it clattered to the stone floor. 

“Too slow,” I said. 

A euphoric rush poured into my veins as adrenaline spiked my heart rate and filled my muscles with new strength. I felt calm and invincible in the face of these armed intruders.  Nothing would stop me from driving these filthy raiders out of my dungeon. They would pay for what they’d done to my people.

The horned woman stopped in her tracks and clutched her remaining dagger as if it was the only thing that stood between her and a painful, grisly death. She held the blade across her chest, ready to strike if I gave her an opening. Her eyes darted from my sword to my face, then back to my sword. 

I watched her closely and tried to judge her skill. She had the poise of a practiced combatant, and the thrown dagger hadn’t been an amateur maneuver. She’d been in fights before, and she could handle herself.

But she’d never faced a dungeon lord before.

[[[Peska, 1st Level Half-Demon Rogue, 9 Hit Points]]]

“First level?” I barked. I jabbed with the spear-like tip of my khopesh. Peska flinched away from the attack but didn’t drop her guard. “You chose the wrong dungeon for your first raid.”

I feinted with a lunge, then swung the khopesh in a blurred arc aimed at Peska’s head. The weapon was a joy to wield and responded to my will like it was an extension of my body. Its cutting edge sang as it sliced through the air on its way to the rogue’s skull.

But the rogue didn’t wait around for the sword to cleave her head in half. She ducked low and lunged forward with her blade hand extended in front of her.

My sword was out of position after the vicious attack, which left my right ribs and abdomen exposed. I tried to defend myself, but even my nimble khopesh wasn’t quick enough to block Peska’s well-timed thrust.

I braced myself for the feel of cold steel biting into my skin, but instead I felt only a faint bump. The dagger skidded off my ribs as if it had struck a metal plate, and the rogue’s shoulder bounced off my chest. She staggered, off-balance, and shook her head in disbelief.

“He has magic armor!” the dark elf shouted from farther down the hall. She’d retreated during my exchange with Peska and had gathered glowing strands of purple energy around her fingertips. “Back off, I’ve got him.”

A string of cracked and broken syllables burst from the dark elf’s lips, and she flung her hands toward me before I could react. The mystical force streaked through the air between us and condensed into a tight ball of twitching purple threads as it approached. Viscous drops of green fluid oozed through the gaps in the sphere, and the little man on the ground screeched in pain as some of it splattered on its face.

I didn’t even try to deflect this attack, but instead flattened myself against the left wall of the hallway. The purple and green orb hissed and sizzled as it flew past me, and I hoped none of the cat women in the next room had been hit.

Peska took the dark elf’s advice and retreated. She hooked her hands into the little guy’s armor and dragged him down the stone corridor behind her. She was faster than I’d given her credit for, and by the time the hissing ball of death shot past me, she had gotten twenty feet away.

The sorceress had retreated to the end of the hallway and had her back up against a closed wooden door. While her companions looked more terrified by the moment, she had her jaw set in stony determination.

“Hold him off!” she shouted. “I’ll bring him down with spells, but I need time.”

“That’s one thing you’re out of,” I said with an angry snort. “Lay down your weapons and leave this place while you’re still on your feet.”

The horned woman responded to my threat by drawing three more daggers from sheathes concealed beneath her armor’s many straps. She flung them in my direction with surprising speed and even more surprising accuracy. I sidestepped the first dagger and swatted the second and third aside with the hooked end of my blade, but the fourth etched a line of stinging pain across the skin of my right bicep.

I glanced down and expected to see a bloody wound, but what I found looked more like a clean slice through a piece of old paper. Black sand, not blood, trickled from the strange wound and pattered against the floor. The pain vanished immediately, but a faint red circle had appeared in the upper right corner of my vision. A tiny sliver of that circle was gone, and I had the enraged realization that it showed me how much of my life that dagger strike had stolen. It was almost nothing in the scheme of things, but the fact that someone had come into my home, had drawn weapons on me, and then had the balls to cut me?

I’d kill them all.

“That was rude,” I said as I advanced down the hall. I raked the tip of my khopesh along the floor, and it kicked up a spray of sparks with every step I took. “My offer’s off the table. No one gets out of here alive.”

The horned woman struggled to find more daggers, but either she’d run out or she’d forgotten where she’d stashed them amongst the buckles and straps of her black leather armor. 

“Do something, Ristle!” Peska shouted. “I’m out of daggers.”

The little man behind her snatched his weapon from the floor, straightened his spine, and stepped forward to face me. When we were ten feet apart, he raised his mace over his head with both hands. Some sort of jeweled symbol on its hilt flared with a blinding white light that stung my eyes like a speck of windblown sand.

I glared at him, and a red aura surrounded the runty bastard.

[[[Ristle, 1st Level Gnome Priest, 10 Hit Points]]]

What was it with these newbs crashing my party?

“Undead abomination, you shall not pass!” he cried, and I had to wonder what, exactly, I looked like. I’d bled sand instead of the red stuff, but was I really a withered mummy or walking cadaver? I’d have to find a mirror as soon as I finished up these invaders. I didn’t think I could go through life with the Crypt-Keeper’s face.

The gemstones on the little man’s weapon flared with rings of light that washed over me in annoying pulses. I felt an unpleasant tug somewhere deep inside me, but I could tell from the look in his eyes that wasn’t what his little trick was supposed to accomplish. He thrust the weapon forward and raised his voice until it cracked. “Begone!”

“Same to you, pal,” I snapped back. I could’ve rushed across the distance between us and cut the little bastard in half with my khopesh, but I wanted to flex my muscles a little. Thanks to the power of my crown, the sorceress wasn’t the only one who could fling spells. I pointed a finger at the little prick and barked, “Hellish Rebuke.”

Much to my surprise, the syllables that left my mouth sounded nothing like the words I’d said. 

Strange, creaking noises and a braying trumpet’s wail burst down the length of the hallway, and the short dude shrieked in surprise. A cloak of flames encircled him and instantly scorched black bands across his face and hands. His chain mail glowed orange as its links heated from the flames, and his flowing white hair burnt down to black stubble across his scorched scalp in the blink of an eye. The gnome’s eyes rolled up into his head and he toppled backward, an endless scream tearing itself free from his lips.

Before the dying priest hit the floor, he vanished in a burst of red light. All that remained of him was his mace, his still-red-hot chain mail, and the reek of his burnt hair.

“Thanks for the loot,” I snarled and pointed my weapon at the surviving raiders as I stalked toward them.

The sorceress tried to fling a spell in my direction at the same instant Peska panicked and turned tail. The half-demon ran smack into the dark elf, and the spell fizzled out in a wisp of foul-smelling purple smoke.

I reached the duo just as the sorceress thrust the horned woman away from her and spat an angry curse. I couldn’t tell if the foul language was meant for her companion or me, but the dark elf certainly put a lot of venom into it.

Before the horned woman could recover, I stepped up behind her and hooked my arm around her neck. With a deep-throated growl, I thrust the barbed tip of my khopesh through the half-demon’s back. The bronze blade exploded through her sternum and sprayed the sorceress with a fountain of gore. My victim vanished before I had a chance to withdraw my blade. Sparks danced in my eyes from the red flash of her exit.

I flicked my khopesh over my shoulder, and the half-demon's leather armor that had been impaled on it flew behind me.

The dark elf tried to cast another spell, but I snatched her left hand and pinned it to the door above her head. My khopesh’s tip dimpled the skin just below her chin, and her eyes grew wide as I increased the pressure. A single ruby red drop of blood oozed out of her and ran down the length of my blade.

“Who are you?” I snapped. The urge to kill this one was strong, but I held back. She wouldn’t answer any questions if she were dead, and if I wounded her too severely, she’d vanish like the rest of the raiders had.

“I am Kezakazek,” she said, and her amethyst eyes flashed with angry fire. Her breath was hot on my face when she spoke, and I felt waves of warmth wash off her body as she struggled to free her hand from my grasp.

“Stop fighting. You’re not getting out of here,” I said. “I recognize your name from the list of hackers who attacked the cartel’s DECS network. You really, really fucked up this time.”

[[[Kezakazek, 1st Level Drow Sorcerer, 8 Hit Points]]]

The dark elf barely topped five feet and couldn’t have been a hundred pounds after a heavy meal, but she was strong and determined. She tried to wriggle her arm away from me and almost slipped free before I tightened my grip. We struggled like that for a few more seconds before she finally gave up and glared at me with so much hate I was surprised I didn’t burst into flames.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kezakazek spat at me. The dagger-like points of her incisors flashed as she spoke, which I found unbearably cute for some reason, and her barely covered chest heaved in the most distracting way. “The only thing I’m going to hack is your heart out of your chest if you don’t put me down immediately. I am a drow sorceress, and I will...”

I stopped listening to the string of threats that poured out of her dark lips and reassembled my scattered thoughts. Kezakazek was the name I’d seen in the traffic logs, I was sure of that. But I was just as sure that the angry confusion I saw in her eyes was real. 

Kezakazek had no idea what I was talking about. She had been here, in this dungeon, hacking her way toward Nephket and the rest of the cat girls while I’d been trying to defend the cartel’s computer system. Maybe the orc’s final shot had punched my ticket, and all this was nothing more than hallucinatory sparks between my brain’s dying neurons.

Or maybe I wasn’t in Kansas anymore, Toto. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. On the one hand, this seemed like a shitty primitive world without any modern conveniences. On the other hand, there was a whole pride of cat women who thought I was their savior. 

Decisions, decisions.

“What were you trying to find in here?” I asked. 

“This is a dungeon,” Kezakazek said slowly as if explaining a very basic concept to a drooling toddler. “My companions and I are dungeon raiders. It’s our job to delve into dungeons and kill anything we find, collect all the loot we can lay our hands on, and kill the dungeon lord if we find one. But you weren’t supposed to be here.”

The angry tone in the dark elf’s voice warned me she hadn’t given up on the idea of killing me and taking my loot, but I had a hard time seeing her as a brutal killer. For starters, she was so tiny I could’ve tossed her over my knee and paddled her ass without breaking a sweat. She was also stunningly beautiful. Maybe if she got to know me, she’d be interested in something other than ripping out my heart and stomping it into the dirt.

“Too bad for you, I was here,” I said. “What was it you said during the fight about there being more treasure since I was here, though?”

For the first time, the dark elf didn’t spit an angry retort into my face. She looked into my eyes for a long moment as if considering her next move. She took another distractingly deep breath and then blew out a defeated sigh. Her breath, which smelled vaguely of wintergreen, was hot where it brushed against my cheek. She felt like she was running a fever, though I had no idea what the normal body temperature of an evil drow sorceress was.

“What kind of dungeon lord are you?” she asked. “Of course, there’s more treasure when you’re here. For starters, all dungeon lords guard dungeon cores, and those are literally priceless vaults of arcane power and forbidden knowledge. For another, dungeons with lords attract higher-quality monsters and those bring better treasures along with them. You do know that, though, I’m sure?”

The dark elf’s uncertain tone told me she wasn’t sure that I knew how to find my ass with both hands, much less anything about being a dungeon lord. And maybe I was a pretty crap dungeon lord at that point in time, because I had no idea what she was talking about.

But my hacker mind was top notch, and it had started to put the pieces of this puzzle together. According to the dark elf, the core contained valuable forbidden knowledge. That sounded a hell of a lot like the data storage I’d been trying to protect inside DECS. There was a connection there. I just needed to pull it out of the sorceress before she tried something dumb and I had to kill her.

“Let’s pretend I don’t know anything about a core,” I said. “Educate me.”

A sly grin quirked the corners of her full lips. Her skin was the color of anthracite, but her lips matched the deep violet of her eyes. Her pink tongue darted across them for a moment, and I could almost hear the gears in her brain turning as she tried to come up with a convincing lie to tell me. Helpless and totally at my mercy, Kezakazek still wouldn’t give up.

I found her passion and drive frustratingly hot.

“I can show you,” she said, her voice dropping into a low and sultry register that put my whole body at attention. “You can hold my hands behind my back if it makes you feel safer. Or maybe you’d rather put a chain around my throat and guide me like a slave. I bet you’d like to be my master.”

When she put it like that...

But, no, that was a trap. Granted, it was a trap that I’d almost be willing to walk into just to see how things worked out between the two of us, but it was still a trap.

I leaned in closer until we were only inches apart and her hot breath washed over my face. Her eyes burned into mine, and a spark jumped between us. We were alike even if we didn’t know how just yet. Her breath quickened, and as she filled her lungs, the heat of her body grew tantalizing close to my naked torso.

“Why don’t you tell me what I want to know,” I said, “and I’ll let you go. You promise to never return, and you won’t end up like your friends.”

“Like my friends?” she asked and leaned forward until her lips brushed mine with every syllable. Her skin was fever hot against mine, and her touch quickened my pulse. “You really don’t know much, do you?”

The dark elf crushed her lips to my mouth, and for a moment I was too stunned to react. She gasped, and her sharp teeth closed teasingly on my bottom lip.

I tasted blood and realized it wasn’t mine.

“What did you do?” I snapped and jerked my head out of her reach. Did she have some kind of poison in her bite? In her blood?

“Escaped,” she said with a grin. She coughed up a gout of sticky red blood and sagged in my grip. “But I’ll be back for your core.”

In the split second before her body vanished in a burst of red light, I saw the wound that had killed her. Her dagger fell from her nerveless fingers and left behind a nasty red hole in her side. The crazy sorceress had stabbed herself up under her own ribs, deep into one lung. 

I threw back my head and howled with rage. My pulse pounded in my temples, and I wanted nothing more than to storm out of this dungeon and find out where the damned raiders had escaped to. I wanted to find Kezakazek and squeeze her until the answers I needed spilled out.

But, first, I had to lie down for just a minute. Or an hour. Maybe a few days. A wave of exhaustion crashed over me as my anguished cry faded away.

For the second time in less than an hour, the world spun into a cyclone of darkness, and I fell into oblivion.
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Chapter 3: The Core
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I OPENED MY EYES TO find myself on the throne in the same room where I’d woken up in a sand-filled sarcophagus. Nephket and the rest of the cat girls sat cross-legged on the floor before my gilded chair, their heads bowed in prayer. Tears matted the stripes of fur on their faces, and more than a few of them let out pained sobs between verses.

They clearly thought I was dead, or worse, and it gave me a warm fuzzy to think they cared so much. I soaked in their sorrow for a moment, like I’d spied on my own funeral and found out everyone said I was a cool dude who’d died way too young, and then cleared my throat to get their attention.

“I’m not dead yet,” I said. “Though my brain feels like a pack of weasels used it for a chew toy.”

Nephket’s head jerked up the instant the first word left my mouth, but the rest of the cat women didn’t seem to have heard me at all. I’d wanted to show them I was fine, and they didn’t need to be sad anymore, but I might as well have kept my mouth shut for all the reaction I got out of them.

“Master!” Nephket exclaimed as she rose gracefully to her feet and rushed to the throne. She threw herself in my lap, wrapped her arms around my neck, and squeezed me into a hug so tight I was afraid she’d pop my head off. I returned her embrace, and she felt both firm and soft in all the right places.

I could get used to that.

Nephket turned her head to the side and tilted her face toward mine, and for a moment we were a hairsbreadth apart. She smelled like cinnamon and wild honeysuckle, a sweet and spicy mixture that I couldn’t get enough of. Her emerald eyes seemed enormous at close range, and their pupils gaped wide like mouths ready to swallow me whole.

And then her coin halter and skirt jingled, and she almost tripped over her own feet as she scrambled out of my lap.

“Master,” she gasped, her golden cheeks flushed where they peeked out between the tawny stripes of fur. “I forget myself. I was so excited that you’d returned I overstepped my position.”

The other cat women had raised their heads to watch Nephket, their eyes wide with confusion.

“It’s all right,” I said. “I don’t know what happened after I defeated the raiders, but I think I’m okay now. And your welcome wasn’t out of place, at all. In fact, if you’d like to pick up where we left off...”

Nephket blushed an even deeper shade of red at my suggestion, but I saw a hint of a smile pluck at the corners of her full lips. Flustered, she turned away from me to address the rest of her people.

“My fellow wahket,” she said, her voice filled with awe, “Lord Rathokhetra has returned to us. He is here in spirit only, but soon he will incarnate to protect us once more.”

The feline women clasped their hands together, exclaimed happily, and rushed to surround Nephket. They peppered their priestess with questions, and she answered them with a quick efficiency I couldn’t help but admire. Nephket was a hell of an ally, and I knew I’d be lost without her.

“Wait,” I said after I’d had a few seconds to process what Neph had said about me. “I’m a ghost?”

Nephket reassured the rest of the exuberant wahket that everything was fine and then returned to the throne to face me.

“That is not technically correct,” she said with a faint smile. “You expended the last of your ka in the battle against the raiders and are no longer incarnated, but you are not dead. Once you restore your ka, you will have the power to regain your physical form for a time. Though this was your burial chamber, so I suppose you were, at least for a time, deceased.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. It was bad enough that I’d been hauled to wherever the hell this was, but if I ended up as a chain-rattling ghost stuck in a tomb, that would just be too much. How could I hack if I had spectral fingers that couldn’t even touch a keyboard?

“If I need ka to have my body back, how do I get that?” I asked. “And if I don’t have a body, how did we touch each other?”

Nephket smiled at my questions and raised both hands with their palms facing me in a gesture that told me to slow down.

“I have so much to tell you, but I fear we may have started at the end of the discussion rather than the beginning,” she said with a slight bow. “Come with me. I will show you your dungeon and explain to you the ways of the dungeon lords.”

She extended one delicate feline hand, and I caught a glimpse of the black retractable claws that jutted from her fingertips. When I closed my hand around hers, the sharp hooks of those claws rested lightly against my skin. The sensation sent a shiver racing up my spine, and I wrapped my fingers tighter around hers.

“This doesn’t feel like I’m a ghost,” I said as I rose from my throne. I lifted our hands to demonstrate my point. To my eyes, my body looked as solid as ever. There were even splashes of dried blood on the backs of my hands and forearms from my battle with the raiders. My feet didn’t sink through the floor, and Nephket’s hand was firm and warm in mine.

“I am your familiar,” Nephket said as she led me out of the throne room. “Our spirits are bound together, so you are always in the flesh for me, and I for you. But for others...”

With a start I realized Nephket had led me straight through one of the other cat women who remained kneeling before the throne. I expected to stumble over the kneeling wahket, but my foot and lower leg passed through her body with no resistance. I felt a rush of warmth through that limb, and she gasped as if someone had just poured iced water down her shirt. For a moment, my leg had vanished inside the wahket, and I did not like that at all.

“That was deeply creepy,” I said. “This spooky ghost stuff doesn’t work for me. I beat your raiders. Let’s get my body back so I can go home before I lose it again.”

Nephket frowned as we reached the far side of the room. She drew aside the tapestry to reveal the alcove where I’d dealt with the raiders. Someone had moved the fallen beam that had barred the door, and it now rested against the wall inside the alcove. Blood from Sheth’s death stained its surface with dark, scarlet blotches. 

“My Lord, this is your home,” she said. “You are Rathokhetra, our god and master, the ruler of the wahket, the savior of Soketra. This is where you belong and the place to which you were destined to return. Are you so offended by my earlier impropriety that you would flee from us so soon?”

Before I could answer Nephket’s question, she pulled me into the darkened alcove and the ornate cloth fell behind us. The small chamber was dark and cramped, and in the dim lighting I saw a pale blue glow where my hand still clung to hers. There was just enough light for me to make out a single tear that leaked from Nephket’s left eye and ran down her cheek.

“No,” I said. “Don’t feel bad for that at all. It was a nice way to welcome me back to the world of the living. But I’m not who you think I am, and I’m not from here.”

I reached out to brush the tear from Nephket’s cheek with my free hand. She trembled at my touch, and it took her a few deep breaths to compose herself. Her hand closed tightly around mine as if she we were afraid I’d run away from her if she didn’t hang on for dear life.

“You repelled the raiders as only a true dungeon lord could. Let me show you the rest of your home and your dungeon core,” she said. “Perhaps it will help you remember who you really are.”

I wanted to tell her that I knew exactly who I was. Clay Knight, hacker for hire, and now a fugitive from the Inkoklana Cartel. What I wasn’t was the ghost king of the cat women.

Then again, what did I have to go back to? If I’d failed to stop the hack on the cartel system, I was as good as dead. As soon as I showed up, they’d put a marker out for my head, and every two-bit thug would try to cash it out. For all I knew, the orc boy gang was already parked in my apartment ready to gank me the instant I walked through the door.

But if killing the raiders here had stopped the hack back home, I was a billionaire. Life would be pretty damned sweet back on good ol’ Earth.

Would I rather be super rich back on Earth, or be surrounded by lovely cat women here in—what had Nephket called this place?—Soketra? 

Tough call.

Nephket opened the door on the far side of the alcove and torchlight flooded over us. The hallway ahead of us was where I’d battled the raiders, and their blood still stained the walls and floor in thick crimson blotches and stripes. The streaks and splatters gleamed in the torchlight, which told me they were still wet and it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes since the fight had ended.

“Where did the raiders go?” I asked. “When I killed them, they dropped some of their gear and just, poof, vanished. And speaking of gear, where did that go?”

“Recall amulets,” Nephket said with a chuckle at my stream of questions. “Raiders are cowards. They delve into dungeons in search of treasure and arcane power, but they never venture into danger without a way to cheat the deaths they so richly deserve. The recall amulets provided by the Raiders Guild teleport them back to the staging area when they near death. Clerics and shamans are always on standby to heal them from even the most grievous wounds when they return.”

That certainly sucked. It meant that Kezakazek’s threat to return wasn’t empty. She’d wounded herself to escape, but she’d be back in fighting form before long, and I’d have to deal with her all over again. 

“If they aren’t dead, how long will it be before they come banging on our door again?” I asked. “Because if I don’t have a body, I won’t be able to hurt a flea.”

Nephket tilted her head to one side as she considered my question. Her skin glowed in the warm caress of the torchlight, and I fought back an urge to reach out and brush her soft cheek with the back of my hand. There was something about this woman that drew me to her. I wanted her in a way that made my soul ache, but even more than that, I wanted to keep her and the rest of the wahket safe. They needed me.

“This is the first time that raiders have attacked your tomb in my lifetime, but the legends say the fallen raiders cannot return to the dungeon for three days after they are dispatched,” she said. “And the Raiders Guild will not allow another party to attempt a raid until the first group has failed three times. That is how they prevent conflicts between their members and preserve their numbers.”

“That gives us a little time, but will it be enough for me to gain the ka I need to get my body back?” I asked Neph. 

“There is nothing a dungeon lord cannot do,” Nephket said with an encouraging smile.

Before I could ask for more information, we reached another door, and Nephket opened it to reveal a wide stone chamber. The glowing blue grid was still visible, and I used it to measure the room quickly. It was fifteen feet across and thirty-five feet wide, and the only furnishings were a few torches mounted in brackets along the walls and piles of sand that formed gritty drifts in the corners. Based on my extensive knowledge of ancient tombs gleaned from my years playing Dungeons & Dragons and online role-playing games, this place didn’t appear to have much that would interest greedy raiders.

“If this is a dungeon, where are the monsters? Or the treasure?” I asked. “Why would the raiders waste time kicking in the doors of empty rooms?”

Nephket scratched the claws on the tips of her toes against the stone floor as she considered her answer. She released my hand, stepped into the center of the chamber, and turned in a slow circle with her arms spread wide.

“This is the vault chamber. It was meant to house the incredible wealth Rathokhetra earned over his centuries as a dungeon lord,” she said. “Those treasures are what the raiders seek.”

“So why is it empty?” I asked. I explored the limits of the room as I waited for an answer. The whole area smelled dry and old, and the walls were carved with intricate murals that had been worn down over the ages. I could just make out an army of giant scorpions led by a naked woman with way too many legs on what the compass rose at the edge of my vision told me was the chamber’s eastern wall. Her stinger-tipped tail hooked up over the top of her head to menace her fleeing enemies, and she wielded an oversized spear with twin forks that she’d used to pin an armored warrior to a skeletal tree.

“The treasures that should rest here were lost,” Nephket said with a shrug. “Long before my time. When our kingdom of Anunaset fell to its enemies, the wahket fled across the desert with the sarcophagus of our fallen lord, Rathokhetra. Our people had always planned to return to our fallen realm and reclaim what we could, but we needed your guidance and strength. We have spent generations trying to wake you from your slumber in the hopes you would lead us to glory and reclaim our homeland.”

As Nephket spoke, her words roused a cold anger deep inside me. Rage flared in my heart as her words painted an image in my mind of the wahket fleeing from their enemies. Whoever had dared to raise a hand against my people would pay.

“Let’s see the rest of this place,” I said as I tried to shake the angry thoughts from my mind. I only partially succeeded, because no matter what I thought, I had a bond to this dungeon and its people. The sense of déjà vu I felt here was so powerful I almost believed I’d been here before.

Wherever here was.

I led the way through the arched doorway across from us. A long hallway extended to yet another stone door, this one flung wide open. Burning torches cracked and popped as we made our way down the hall, and their fragrant smoke reminded me of pine campfires. I’d been here before. I knew it.

I shook my head. That didn’t make any sense. I wasn’t even sure this place was anything more than my brain’s dying hallucinations. There was no way I’d ever been there.

Nephket curled her fingers around mine when she caught up to me. The hallway was narrow, and her hip bumped against mine as we walked side by side. She glanced nervously up at me, and I smiled back at her.

“Trust me,” I said with a grin. “I’m not going to complain if you want to touch me.”

She blushed again and ducked her head. Her long black hair curved past her pointed ears to hide her face behind its glossy veil. I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back, and nothing else in my life had ever felt so right to me.

We emerged from the hallway into an oddly shaped room that was wider at our end but narrowed on the far side. We stood on a raised platform where an enormous throne crouched at the head of a steep set of steps. Massive iron braziers shaped like striking scorpions flanked the throne, and the heat from their flames washed over us as we approached them. The ancient throne was a beast of heavy wood and curved iron that had blackened with age. It looked more like a weapon than a piece of furniture, and I imagined it would’ve scared the shit out of anyone who came before the king who sat in it.

“This is your audience chamber. The throne came with us from our fallen kingdom,” Nephket explained. “It was from this very seat that you commanded your armies to lay waste to the Kinshari Star Elves. You also sat within the throne’s embrace and held court with your allies and subjects. Please, take your seat again as our ruler. Our protector.”

Nephket hesitated for a moment and looked down at the floor between her feet as if awed to be standing there. She took a deep breath and then almost whispered another pair of words.

“Our god.”

She led me around to the front of the throne and bowed low as she swept one hand toward the massive chair. 

For a moment, I hesitated. Overwhelming emotions boiled through me as I stared at this throne, and memories rose up like bubbles of poisoned swamp gas.

In my memories, I commanded an army that stretched across the horizon and laid waste to all who dared stand before me. 

Defeated kings knelt before me as the blood of their subjects painted the floor of my throne room.

A whole world, all of Soketra, trembled in fear at my name and cowered before the clawed might of my invincible wahket soldiers.

“Holy shit,” I whispered to myself as the visions faded. Those memories had been far more powerful than simple movies played in my head. I could smell the blood in the air. I could feel the sand against my skin and taste the fear of my enemies as the army I led plowed through their ranks. It was as real to me as the taste of the cartel thug’s gun barrel when he’d shoved it between my lips.

I didn’t know how it was possible, and I didn’t care. This was real. In some way, somehow, I was Rathokhetra. Or he was me. That realization shook me to my core, but the alternatives were that I’d gone completely insane or I’d died. I didn’t want to contemplate either of those versions of reality.

For the moment, I had to roll with being Rathokhetra.

I left Nephket and mounted the throne. The wood and iron were cold to the touch, but the enormous chair felt as if it had been made specifically for me. The arms were in just the right spot, the back was arched to match the curve of my spine, and my feet sat easily on the rest that jutted from the throne’s foot.

“My lord,” Nephket whispered. Her eyes filled with tears. She crumpled to her knees and bowed so low her forehead touched the stone floor.

“No,” I said sternly. “Not like that. You’re my ally, Nephket. My partner. Not my servant.”

“But, Lord Rathokhetra,” she said in a voice that trembled with emotion.

“But nothing,” I interrupted. “I need your help, Neph. Explain what I have to do to defeat these raiders and protect my people.”

She beamed as I spoke, and she blotted her tears with the backs of her hands as she rose and took her spot at my right hand.

“First, you must understand your connection with your dungeon,” she explained. “It is as much a part of you as your heart or mind. Think of this place as the body that surrounds your body. Concentrate on it, and it will be yours.”

Neph’s words didn’t make a lot of sense to me, but I was determined to try what she said. I’d left all doubts behind the second I took my seat upon the throne. I hadn’t given up on returning to good ol’ Earth, but I wasn’t going anywhere until I made sure Neph and the other wahket were safe. To protect them, I’d become the best damned dungeon lord Soketra had ever seen.

I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the surrounding space. Nothing happened for a few seconds, and then a blue grid appeared in my mind’s eye. It draped itself over the dungeon’s structure like a drop cloth over a piano, and soon I had a wireframe representation of the entire tomb in my head. With a thought, I shifted my perspective to an overhead view and saw my entire domain at once. The map wasn’t detailed, but it showed me the basic structure and contents of the dungeon.

Another corridor led north from the audience chamber I sat in. It ended in a door, but another tunnel branched off from its east side midway along its length. The eastern passage led into a musty cavern that looked as if it was a natural formation that had been incorporated into the tomb’s design. Whoever had built the place must have had plans for it at some point, but they’d never had the chance to finish it.

Maybe I’d take care of that for them.

The doorway to the north led to a square room that was twenty-five feet on a side. Two rows of five wahket statues flanked the center of the room. Each of the statues held a torch in one hand and a stone spear in the other. The statues were nude, and their stylized bodies were the perfect mixture of supermodel beauty and warrior strength.

If all the wahket looked like that, maybe I wouldn’t go back to Earth.

Past the chamber to the north, a short corridor ended in a flight of stairs that led to the surface world and my enemies. One of Rathokhetra’s memories resurfaced, and I understood that I could never ascend those stairs—my place was within my dungeon.

I opened my eyes, but the mental map of my tomb remained as a ghostly afterimage in the upper left corner of my vision. It hung there like a miniature map from a video game, and I found I could pan and zoom in or out of it if I concentrated on it. Weird, but neat.

“I see it,” I said. “Not sure how, but I definitely see it.”

“Your next step is to reunite with your dungeon core,” the priestess explained. “That is the key to your abilities as a dungeon lord.”

“That’s what Kezakazek said she wanted to steal,” I said. “Where is it?”

“In your burial chamber,” Nephket explained. “The orb in the cobra’s jaws is the physical manifestation of your core. If raiders ever reach it, they will destroy it and steal your power.”

“And that would be bad,” I guessed.

“Very bad,” Nephket confirmed. “The legends say a dungeon lord can feel his core no matter the distance between them.”

“What does a core feel like?” I asked. 

“It’s part of you,” the priestess said. “So...”

That wasn’t the most helpful advice I’d ever received, but it was clear I wouldn’t be getting clarification on that anytime soon. Nephket did her best, but there were things she didn’t know, couldn’t know, because she’d never been a dungeon lord. This was all on me.

One of the meditation tricks I’d learned to manage stress from my hacker lifestyle involved a body inventory. Deep breath. Feel your toes. Imagine all your little piggies are very loose and relaxed. Deep breath. Your calves are super relaxed. Deep breath. Keep going until your whole body is as loose as a puddle of goo.

The breathing part was a little strange in my disincarnated body, but I managed to fake it well enough without diving down the rabbit hole of paradox. On the one hand, I could pass through most people like a spooky ghost man because I didn’t have a body. On the other hand, Nephket could touch and feel me because in some sense I did have a body. 

There was that rabbit hole. Back to the task at hand.

My body, such as it was, relaxed as I focused on each of its parts in turn. When I’d finished with all the usual parts from the soles of my feet up through the crown of my head, I started on the new additions I’d made in the past few hours.

Deep breath. There’s my burial chamber. Deep breath. And the empty treasure vault. Deep breath. Audience chamber. Deep breath. Monster lair. Deep breath. Statue chamber. Deep breath...

And there it was. My dungeon core burned in my mind’s eye like a distant star. I focused all of my awareness on it, and the light unfolded into a small constellation of tablets that glowed with warm, golden light.

Well, wasn’t that special.

There were four large tablets labelled Incarnation, Engineering, Guardians, and Transformation. Smaller tablets with indecipherable labels were tethered to the larger tablets they orbited by thin, steely threads.

No matter how hard I tried, I could not make sense of the labels on the smaller tablets. But the largest four seemed familiar, as if I’d seen them before.

I opened my eyes to ask Nephket how the hell that was possible, but she spoke before I could spit out my question.

“I see the light in your eyes,” Nephket said. “You have reclaimed your dungeon.”

Nephket was right. Despite the tablets I couldn’t yet understand, the dungeon felt as much a part of me as my eyes or tongue. If I focused, I could tell the exact location of every creature within the tomb’s tunnels and chambers. That was great and all, but it didn’t solve the bigger problem we had.

“How do I defend this place if I don’t have a body?” I asked. With the khopesh and crown I’d been able to kick some serious ass, but without a body I couldn’t wield either of them effectively. In three days, Kezakazek and her little band of murderous misfits would show up to finish what they’d started. There was no time to whip the wahket into fighting strength in that short time, and we had no other defenses if I didn’t have a body.

“You must summon guardians to defend your dungeon when you are not incarnated,” Nephket said. She seemed pleased that she could tell me things I didn’t know, and I was more than pleased that she had the knowledge I lacked. “But to do that, you will need ka.”

“Which I don’t have,” I grumbled. “You said I burned up the last of it fighting off the raiders, right?”

Nephket shook her head as she reached out to take my right hand. She turned my arm over to reveal the inside of my forearm and traced a circle on my skin with her claws. 

“This is a ka vessel,” she said. As she retraced the circle, it glowed sapphire blue against my skin and became spherical. It looked like a radioactive marble embedded in my arm. “It captured some of the essence from your fallen foes. Not as much as it would have captured had the dungeon defeated them without your aid, but some is better than none.”

I prodded the ka vessel with the index finger of my left hand, but it didn’t budge. I expected it to hurt, but I felt nothing when I poked the little orb. It felt like I’d touched a piece of stone, not a part of my own body.

“Great,” I said. “I can use that to get a body and kick their asses again. And every time I kill them, I’ll get more ka, so I can just do it over and over. You should have led with that. I wouldn’t have worried about this so much.”

Nephket furrowed her brow as she looked up into my eyes. Clearly, I’d misunderstood something.

“Not exactly,” she said. “This vessel holds but a single mote of ka, which is not nearly enough to fuel your incarnation.”

Well, shit.

“How much ka will I need to incarnate again?” I asked. 

“At least ten motes, but that will only sustain you for a minute or so,” Nephket said in a sorrowful voice. “I wish we’d had more time to talk before the raiders came. You held a physical form for nearly five minutes. The cost was very high.”

Ouch. If Neph’s estimates were right, I’d burned almost fifty ka to kick the raiders out of my house a single time, and all I had to show for it was a single mote. That was a terrible return on investment. I needed to smarten up if I wanted to protect the wahket.

“What can I do with one ka?” I asked.

Nephket reached across my body and her chest brushed against mine. The coins on her halter and skirt jingled when she moved, and sparks of blue light rose where her skin touched me. All I wanted to do was wrap my arms around Nephket and pull her into my lap. 

The priestess pretended not to notice our contact, but her cheeks flushed, and her pulse pounded in her throat. A pleasant, musky aroma wafted from her and hooked itself deep into the primal lust centers of my brain. Nephket made it very hard to concentrate when she was so close to me.

“The legend says it should be here,” she said. “But I can’t find it.”

“What are you looking for?” I asked, though I already had a sneaking suspicion.

“The Tablet of Guardians,” she said. “The legends said that when you returned, so too would the Tablets of Power.”

“Oh, that,” I said offhandedly. “It’s right here.”

I concentrated for a moment and stretched my thoughts out to the memory of the golden tablets. I wasn’t sure it would work, but I suddenly felt the weight of a thin metal plaque in my hand.

“Is that really it?” Nephket asked, her voice low and shocked.

“The Tablet of Guardians.” I rapped my knuckles against the golden slate. “Let’s see what it says.”

The tablet was covered in neat, even rows of hieroglyphics that I could somehow understand. It looked like an index of monsters that started with “bandit” and ended with “vulture.” There were fifty or so different kinds of guardian creatures listed on the page, including cats, snakes, giant hyenas, kobolds, and something called a stirge. Each monster name had a number next to it, mostly either a zero or a one, with some fractions thrown in for fun.

“These are all the creatures I can pick to guard my dungeon?” I asked. “Doesn’t look like I have a lot of choices.”

Nephket peered at the tablet for a moment before she responded.

“These are the monsters available to you at your current power level,” she said. “As you grow in strength, more options will open up. These numbers next to the guardians’ names represent their relative strengths. As you earn more ka, you will be able to summon more and more powerful creatures.”

That made sense, but it didn’t make me happy. I needed lions, and tigers, and dragons to guard my dungeon, not overgrown dogs and rats of unusual size. I scanned the list, and as my eyes focused on each of the monsters in turn, a list of their various attributes and abilities appeared before me in burning red text. All that time I’d spent running role-playing campaigns for my friends had finally paid off, because those numbers totally made sense to me.

Unfortunately, what I saw were a bunch of weak monsters that wouldn’t give even first-level raiders a run for their money. If I had more ka, I’d be able to combine different types of monsters into more dangerous encounters, but that wasn’t in the cards until I increased my power level.

“Can the wahket defend my dungeon?” I asked. “I know I’m here to protect them, but it would be a huge help if they could pitch in with the defense.”

“They could fight,” Nephket said thoughtfully. “But we have lived in peaceful isolation for many generations. Our experience in combat is limited, as our miserable performance against the raiders can attest. Any wahket who fall to the raiders will be lost to us, but dungeon guardians you summon will return to their lairs at sunset after they are slain.”

That changed things. If my monsters could respawn like mobs in a video game, I could afford more reckless tactics than if they were a limited resource. And if I had a few more motes of ka, I could summon a guardian who would give the raiders a run for their money. One mote just wasn’t enough to get a decent monster to watchdog my subterranean bachelor pad. I needed to save up my motes to get some more advanced monsters on the payroll.

But there still might be a way I could use the wahket to bolster my defenses without putting them at unnecessary risk.

“Can I change the dungeon?” I asked. “Its layout, I mean.”

“It is yours to do with as you command,” Nephket responded with a smile. “But you are limited in the number of chambers your dungeon may possess. At the first level of power, your dungeon may contain five chambers. At the second level, you can control seven chambers. The number of chambers you can control increases every level thereafter. At the twentieth level, you can have a total of thirty chambers with which to challenge raiders and protect your core.”

As Nephket rattled off this information, a bit of knowledge sank into my thoughts as if it had always been there. Like the Tablet of Guardians, each of the other four tablets contained powers I could use to manipulate my dungeon to make it stronger and more efficient at sucking the ka out of the raiders who came to rob me and slaughter my allies. I remembered another dungeon, in another place, filled with terrifying creatures and amazing treasures. My current tomb was little more than a hovel in comparison, but it wouldn’t stay that way.

I would reclaim what was once mine. I’d rebuild my kingdom greater than it had ever been before. The raiders would soon learn to fear me. And then I’d find the people who had betrayed Rathokhetra and crush them into the sand.

For now, though, I was at the maximum number of chambers in my dungeon. I shifted my perspective to the overhead map and studied each of them in turn. The rooms were adequate, but they didn’t provide much cover for my allies or hazards for my enemies.

I concentrated on my audience chamber. The door that led deeper into my tomb was directly behind my throne. That space was a perfect place for a trap that would take out an unwary intruder. I focused my attention on the grid square directly in front of the door and willed a pit into existence.

I imagined the surprise of the raiding party when their leader tumbled into that trap. With any luck, whoever fell into the pit would break a leg and slow down the rest of the group. Hell, if the raiders really were a bunch of scaredy-cats like Nephket said, they might retreat rather than risk life or limb if they encountered a trap so early on.

It was a good plan. Unfortunately, it didn’t work. The dungeon floor didn’t change, no matter how much I wanted it to.

“Why can’t I put a trap here?” I asked Nephket. “The dungeon refuses to obey me.”

The cat woman raised one finger like a teacher instructing a class of new pupils.

“Traps are dungeon features, and those require ka to manifest,” she said. “The Tablet of Engineering has details on which of those are available to you.”

“Forget it, then,” I muttered to myself. I only had enough ka to summon one guardian. I couldn’t squander it on a trap that might or might not slow the raiders. I’d revisit my options when I’d harvested the ka from a few more of those loot-hungry bastards. “Let’s try something else.”

I willed the Tablet of Engineering to manifest in my hands, and it replaced the Tablet of Guardians without fanfare. I searched its golden face for any information on traps or other treacherous dungeon features as Nephket had suggested, but I found nothing like that. I must not have had enough ka to unlock those abilities yet.

What else was new?

What the tablet did have was a perfect scale drawing of my dungeon inscribed on its surface. I focused my attention on the dungeon chamber closest to the surface. The rows of statues that flanked its center would provide good cover for the wahket if I stationed them there, but it wasn’t enough of an advantage to ensure victory against raiders. If the murder hoboes could reach the wahket, they’d carve the untrained cat women into bloody chunks. 

As I concentrated on that room, a string of measurements appeared alongside it on my tablet. The current chamber was twenty-five feet square, with a ten-foot-high ceiling. That gave it a volume of six thousand two hundred and fifty feet, which seemed like a lot until I saw another notation that told me the maximum space available for a chamber was twenty-five thousand cubic feet. As long as I stayed within that volume of space and didn’t try to add any traps or other dangers, I could manipulate the room without burning my precious ka.

“All right, then,” I said. I could see all kinds of exciting opportunities here. “I’ll just add some barriers in front of the door. That’ll keep the jerks out.”

“I don’t think that’s what you want to do,” Nephket interrupted. She blushed a little when she realized what she’d done but plowed ahead with her explanation. “It’s possible to cover the entrance with a stone wall, but that would turn this place into your prison. I know it doesn’t seem to make sense, but you want raiders to come to your dungeon. When you defeat them, you will gain ka. 

“That power will make you stronger, which will let you summon more powerful guardians, but it will also allow you to improve your core. As your core grows stronger, the miracles you can perform with it will also become more powerful. Perhaps, in time, we could even travel back to the home you spoke of earlier. I would very much like to see what sort of place could have kept you away from your people for so long.”

That made me pause. Becoming a dungeon lord was a lot more complicated than I’d considered. Defeating raiders was my primary job, but Nephket was right. There’d be no one to defeat if I simply walled off my dungeon and isolated us from the outside world. I needed to lure the unwary in with the promise of treasure and power, because there was no way for me to gain ka if adventuring fools didn’t raid my dungeon.

I’d have to balance all these competing needs very carefully if I wanted to succeed.

“All right, I need to make this tough, but not too tough,” I mused as I concentrated on the dungeon’s first room again. If I couldn’t block it off, I could at least make it a dangerous gauntlet for raiders.

With a thought, I lowered the center of the room. A sunken path five feet wide and twenty feet long split the chamber in half. A steep set of stairs on its northern end led to the surface, while a ladder on its southern end led up to the rest of my dungeon. Any adventurers who entered my lair would now have to traverse a ten-foot-deep path between the rows of statues.

“High ground for the win,” I said with a grin. Nephket looked confused, but I didn’t explain my plan. I wanted to see how it worked first. “I think we’re ready for guests.”

“The Guild won’t allow any more raiders to enter the dungeon for three more days,” Nephket said with a furrowed brow. “Don’t you need to summon at least one guardian before that time?”

“I would like to,” I said. “But the monsters available to me now are chumps. I’d rather hoard my ka until I can get something more effective.”

Nephket frowned and arched one perfect eyebrow.

“Kezakazek and her team were no match for you, but they are very dangerous to the wahket and me,” she said. “If you don’t gain more ka before they return, you won’t be able to incarnate, and you won’t have any guardians. That seems like a recipe for a very grave disaster.”

“If there’s one group of raiders here, I’m sure there are others waiting for their crack at the dungeon lord’s fat loot, right?” I asked.

“You are very right there,” Nephket said. She let out a sad sigh and then continued. “When your core became active, the Raiders Guild arrived in force. At least fifty of the greedy animals have set up shop in our village. They drank the last of our wine, and they harassed the peaceful wahket who live there. And, as you have seen, they will try to kill us if we defend the dungeon.”

Fifty raiders? That seemed almost too good to be true.

“If that’s the case,” I said, “I know exactly what we need to do. Here’s the plan...”

***
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Chapter 4: Come Hither
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WHEN I’D FINISHED REVIEWING the Tablet of Engineering’s dungeon schematic, I was ready to head back to the rest of the wahket. I had a plan for how to defend my dungeon, even if I didn’t have enough ka to summon a dragon.

“Where did you store the gear the raiders dropped after I punched their tickets?” I asked once we’d rejoined the gathered cat folk. I had to admit, I’d never imagined I would have so many beautiful women so close to me. Being a dungeon lord definitely had its perks.

“Here,” Nephket said. She gestured toward the sarcophagus where I’d first woken in Soketra. “We need to get some chests and proper storage containers to hold all the loot I’m sure you’ll soon bring in, but this works for now. It’s all in there, except for your khopesh and headdress. Those are part of your dungeon, so you can summon them or dismiss them whenever you need, just like the tablets.”

The other wahket watched Neph with wide eyes. It must’ve looked very strange for them to see their priestess wandering about and holding the hand of an invisible man. I chuckled to myself and wondered how the faithful back on Earth would react if the Holy Spirit showed up to have afternoon tea with a local priest. Something told me humans wouldn’t be quite as devout or understanding as the cat women were.

The sarcophagus held two sets of chain mail, one very large and one child-sized with some impressive scorch marks marring its shiny links, an ornate mace that looked much less impressive now than it had when the gnome had held it, a longsword, a half-dozen daggers, and an elaborate set of skin-tight leather armor with a matching set of very ugly holes punched through the front and back sides. It wasn’t a king’s ransom, but it was a start. I could build on this.

“Can any of you use this gear?” I asked Nephket.

The cat woman’s pupils went so wide they swallowed her irises, and she caught her breath at the question. She took a deep gulp and smoothed her skirt across her thighs with the palms of her hands.

“No,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “We aren’t warriors. We might be able to use some of the daggers, and I suppose we could wear the armor, but perhaps there is a better use for it.”

I perched on the edge of my sarcophagus and crossed my arms.

“I’m listening.”

“These things belong to you now,” Nephket explained. “The Tablet of Transformation gives you the power to alter them just as the Tablet of Engineering allowed you to alter your dungeon.”

“I don’t have any ka,” I said. “Well, not much. How can I alter anything without that?”

Nephket paced back and forth in front of me, and the wahket watched her with rapt attention. They look like they were trying to figure out my half of the conversation from what Nephket said.

“Ka is for magic,” she said. “Summoning guardians, becoming incarnate, performing powerful rituals, and a few other more advanced techniques the legends speak of but which we won’t bother ourselves with just yet. But you can change your dungeon and some of its contents without any need to invest ka.”

“I can change anything into anything else?” I asked.

“You can transform items into other items of similar value, yes,” Nephket confirmed. “You cannot create something from nothing, however.”

Now there was an interesting thought. Before Nephket could continue her explanation, I reached into the sarcophagus and grabbed one of the daggers. 

Or I tried to grab one.

While I could touch any part of the dungeon, including my sarcophagus, and I had no trouble at all feeling Nephket, my ghostly hand was useless when it came to lifting any of this equipment. That was annoying.

Fine, if I couldn’t touch the dagger, I’d just use my scary dungeon lord mind powers on it. I concentrated on the weapon, but it didn’t float out of the sarcophagus and into my hand, much to my disappointment.

Instead, the Tablet of Transformation popped into my grasp with a list of all the gear in the sarcophagus. 

The value of each item appeared on the tablet as I examined it, and an understanding of this world’s economics soaked into my brain. Soketra used gold coins as its basic unit of currency, and this gear was worth a whopping one hundred and forty-two of them. Memories that weren’t my own told me this wasn’t a fortune, but it was more than enough to do everything I’d planned.

A dagger was worth a couple of gold pieces, which was just enough for what I had in mind. The wahket weren’t fighters, but I had another idea, and I hoped they’d be willing to give it a try.

I envisioned what I needed, and the dagger on the tablet twisted and lengthened like a metal snake uncoiling after a long winter’s sleep. A few moments later a pair of new items replaced the weapon in the sarcophagus.

When I turned my attention back to the room, I was surprised to see all eyes were on me, including the wahket.

“They can see me now?” I asked Neph.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “But they could see the light that came out of the sarcophagus.”

I hadn’t noticed any light, but that didn’t surprise me. I’d been so focused on the tablet I’d been blind to the rest of the world. It was nice to know I could concentrate so thoroughly, but I needed to be careful. Losing myself in my dungeon lord fun times like that would be a fantastic way to end up with a dagger between my ribs. Or lightning bolt in my face. There were probably lots of horrible ways to die here on Soketra, even for a disincarnated dungeon lord.

“It was a pretty cool trick,” I said to Nephket. “Take a look at what I did.”

The cat woman leaned over the sarcophagus and picked up the new items. She lifted one in each hand and held them out in front of her. The dubious look on her face told me she wasn’t as impressed with my stunt as I had been.

“Rope?” she asked. “What are we going to do with rope?”

“Nothing, for now,” I said with a grin. “That’s for part two. Before we get there, I need to fill you in on part one.”

The priestess leaned back on the sarcophagus next to me, her hand just touching mine. It seemed like she took every opportunity to be close to me, not in a weird, gropey way, but to reassure herself that I was really there. It was friggin’ adorable.

I inched my hand toward Nephket’s until our pinkies touched.

“Tell me about your plan,” she said with a shy grin. “I’m very curious to see what you’ve come up with.”

“First, let me ask you a question. You said the raiders drank all your wine. Is there any other booze left in your village?” I asked.

“Of course,” she snorted. “These animals have nothing else to do while they await their turn to steal from you, so they spend their time and money on cheap rotgut the Guild imports for them. But why do you need alcohol?”

“I don’t,” I said. “But you will. Ready for question number two?”

Nephket nodded and bit her lower lip to hold back the flood of questions I knew she had for me.

“If you’re my familiar, just how close is the bond between us?” I asked.

The priestess didn’t hesitate this time. She placed her hand on top of mine and gave it a squeeze. Her warm touch reminded me of how strange it was to have so few physical sensations. When our hands were apart, I wasn’t warm or cold. I could feel the stone beneath my feet, and I felt the sarcophagus’s texture when I touched it with my fingertips. But the sensation was muted somehow, like getting a big drink of water when you expected beer. Not unpleasant, but strange.

“Close your eyes,” she said. “And think of me.”

I did as she instructed, because I was way out of my depth here. Nephket was new at this, too, but she knew a hell of a lot more about the dungeon lord business than I did. 

With my eyes closed, I concentrated on Nephket’s image. The shape of her body glowed in my mind like a lightning bug’s tail. Sharp and bright for a moment, and then gone. It returned a few moments later, and this time I saw the details of her clothes and face before she flickered away. The image stabilized finally, and Nephket hovered in the darkness of my thoughts like a hologram.

Then Nephket smiled, and everything changed.

It was no longer dark, for one thing. I hadn’t opened my eyes, but suddenly looked out over the wahket who watched me with rapt attention.

I walked across the chamber, even though I knew I hadn’t moved. My hand brushed across the head of one of the cat women, and strands of her hair slipped between my fingers like the finest threads of silk. I stopped in front of the throne and stared up at the glowing orb between the snake’s jaws.

I turned around and just about pissed myself.

A tall man sat on the edge of the sarcophagus, his ankles crossed in front of him. A pair of woven reed sandals covered his feet and were held in place by leather thongs wrapped around his calves. He wore a tattered loincloth, and nothing else. His skin was pale but tinged with a faint golden hue that seemed to radiate from deep inside him. His naked arms and legs were lean and corded with muscle. The skin across his chest was stretched tight and so thin I could see the fibers of his pectoral muscles, and the hard edges of his skull looked ready to poke through the mask of his imposing face.

“Do you see?” Nephket asked, and I heard her voice in my head a split second before the words reached my ears. 

I almost fell off the sarcophagus when I realized I was looking at myself through Nephket’s eyes. I looked sort of the way I remembered, though I was a bit taller now and had a sinister, almost-a-monster vibe going on. No wonder the raiders had been freaked out when I showed up to take a whiz on their parade.

“Whoa,” I said. I heard my voice twice, once with my own ears and once with Neph’s. I opened my eyes.

“That works. A little too well,” I said. “Any idea of the range on that little trick?”

“I don’t think there is one,” Nephket said as she moved back through the room and stopped in front of me. Her hands twisted uncertainly at her sides until I reached out to still them with my own. I held on to her fingertips and took a deep breath.

I was pretty sure she was not going to like the rest of my plan.

And I was totally right.

“You’re sure this will work?” she asked me after we’d sent most of the wahket back to their homes in the village above my tomb. It turned out that they didn’t live in my dungeon; they’d just come together down there as a last-ditch attempt to hold off the raiders. Kezakazek’s spells had wounded a few of the cat women seriously enough that they’d needed help getting home, but the others had come through their encounter with the raiders with only minor injuries. 

I took a closer look at the wahket we’d kept in the dungeon. I’d chosen the ten who looked the healthiest to help with my plan and hoped they’d be up to the task.

[[[Anunset, 0-Level Wahket Commoner, 4 Hit Points]]]

I’d be a liar if I said their low level and hit points weren’t just the teensiest bit disappointing.

I’d hoped the cat women would be at least first-level, but my plan would still work even with a crew with no combat experience. It was all about timing and trickery, and the wahket would be perfect for that.

As I explained the plan to Nephket, and she relayed the details to her people, I took a quick peek at her level.

[[[Nephket, 1st Level Wahket Cleric, 8 Hit Points]]]

Okay, that was a little better. She probably had a few healing spells, maybe even some sort of mystical smiting ability she could use to hammer down the bad guys. I’d have to ask her for a full rundown of all her abilities after I’d finished setting up for our next set of guests.

After the wahket had run through the plan a couple of times and were sure they understood what was required, it was time to get the priestess geared up for the part she had to play. 

“You’re sure this is going to work?” Nephket asked as she struggled to buckle the straps of the damaged leather armor we’d appropriated from the rogue. The cat woman had significantly different proportions across the chest and hips than the half-demon, but with a few adjustments to the straps she made it work.

In fact, she more than made it work.

“Keep your head down,” I said, “and you’ll be fine. Don’t pick any fights and don’t claw anyone’s eyes out, all right?”

She blushed at that and scuffed her toes on the sand-strewn stone floor. 

“I don’t look ridiculous, do I?” she asked as she turned in a circle.

The supple leather armor hugged her body so tightly it looked like she’d been poured into it. We’d been worried that the raiders would recognize she was a wahket, but now that she was dressed in the black armor I had no doubt they would not be looking at her pointed ears.

Just to be safe, though, I’d made a little present out of one of the daggers for her.

“And here’s the final piece of your costume,” I said and handed it over.

“It’s lovely.” She grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. Nephket whipped the hooded cloak I’d given her over her shoulders. The material was as dark as a moonless night but light enough that it wouldn’t hinder her movements or trip her up.

She pulled the cloak’s hood up over her head, and it hid her ears and face almost perfectly. The cloak itself was long enough to conceal her tail, and she’d managed to get her feet into the armor’s boots and her hands into its gloves to conceal her short claws. Nephket wasn’t comfortable—I could tell that from the way she stood on the balls of her feet—but she looked stunning and no one would ever guess she was one of the peaceful wahket.

“Okay,” she said. “You’ll be right here watching?”

“The whole time,” I said and squeezed her hands once more. I walked over to my snake throne and took a seat. “Right here.”

Nephket waved uncertainly, then turned away from me and headed for the surface. Before she’d left my dungeon, I closed my eyes to watch the world through hers.

“We’re good.” I hoped she could hear me.

“Thank you,” she replied. I heard the words as if I were standing right next to her, even though I could tell from the pitch she’d barely whispered them. At least we could talk, which would make things a lot easier.

Nephket glided through the rest of the tomb and made her way up the stairs to the surface on nearly silent feet. She moved with the grace of a panther and the determination of a true believer. Her faith in me was humbling, but I was certain my plan would work.

The dungeon entrance was perched at the top of a wooded hill beneath the widespread branches of a sycamore fig tree. Nephket breathed deeply, and I smelled the rich, fresh scent of the tree’s widespread branches and the cool, clean aroma of fresh water. The priestess reached up to stroke the wide green leaves over her head and then emerged from the tree’s shadow to look down on the wahket village.

Rolling hills crowned with thick green bands of forest surrounded the wide Kahtsinka Oasis like slumbering giants. The water in the oasis glinted silver-blue under the moonlight, and its surface was so calm I saw constellations reflected in its surface. Those star formations were alien to me, but Rathokhetra’s memories filled me in on their names: The Judge, The Hungry Jackal, Scorpion Stinger.

The village crouched between the cool water and the ring of hills. The wahket had burrowed their homes into the flanks of those hills, and then constructed their businesses and public buildings on the narrow strip of flatland that bordered the oasis itself. The faint orange sparks of candles flickered in the windows of houses on the western side of the oasis, but the neighboring businesses were shuttered and dark. The north and south edges of the village were likewise lifeless and dark.

The eastern edge, though, was something completely different.

That end of the water was dominated by an enormous, multicolored big top that had been anchored to the roofs of neighboring businesses and homes. Smaller tents had been scattered around it, and I could see that some houses and businesses had been commandeered by the newcomers. The Raiders Guild had seized this part of the village, and I could already tell I hated everything about them.

Nephket hesitated when she reached the bottom of the hill, and for a moment I thought she would turn to the west and seek shelter with the other wahket. But the priestess stiffened her shoulders and gave a brisk shake of her head before she changed direction and headed for the Raiders Guild tent.

Raucous cries and the stink of cheap booze filled the air when Nephket drew near to the raiders’ camp. The sights, sounds, and smells were overwhelming for the cat woman, and panic tried to get its hooks into her. Nephket’s breath quickened, her pulse pounded in her ears, and I felt her nerves twist around her spine like a knot of barbed wire.

“You’ve got this,” I said. “Keep your hood low and don’t look in their eyes. They’ll never know you’re not one of them.”

“I hope you’re right,” she whispered back to me. Nephket pulled her cloak closed across her chest and tugged its hood so low she could barely see the road in front of her.

The big tent masked the moon’s face, and the only light came from guttering torches and tallow candles that spat and belched more foul-smelling smoke than they shed light. The low tarp ceiling captured that smoke in ominous clouds that made it hard for the cat woman to see more than a few feet ahead of her. While the choking smoke made it hard for Neph to see, it also made it hard for the raiders to see her. Everything was going according to plan.

Neph passed by a cooking pit, and the smell of roasting meat and baked potatoes made her nose twitch and my spectral stomach ache.

Shit. If I couldn’t touch the loot I’d taken from the raiders, that probably meant I couldn’t handle any food, either. I’d spend the rest of my ghostly life jonesing for a pizza. Or tacos. 

Mmm. Tacos.

I really should have made those cartel bastards buy me a dozen spicy tacos from one of the all-night taquerias on our way to the hacking job. Now the last taste I’d have would be that shitty street meat on a stick I’d bought from the stall near my apartment. That sucked.

“Is that you, Peska?” a gruff voice asked.

Nephket tilted her head toward the speaker without turning her face toward him.

“Keep it down,” she whispered. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

She took a quick glance at the speaker. He was your run-of-the-mill fantasy dwarf dude. His heavy beard was adorned with thick leather bands that held its many complex braids in place, but his armor and weapons weren’t so ornate. He wore a black iron breastplate and had a battered old battle axe resting next to him as if he expected to fly into battle at a moment’s notice.

[[[Gurz, 1st Level Dwarf Warrior, 14 Hit Points]]]

“You’re doing great,” I said. “This guy’s perfect. You set the hook, now reel him in.”

Nephket tried to move away from Gurz, but the dwarf reached out and stopped her with one calloused hand. He tried to peer up under her hood, but she deftly turned her face away before he could catch a glimpse. Fortunately, the dwarf was a little too drunk to care why this version of Peska was more well-endowed than the one he seemed to know.

“Why not?” Gurz asked.

Neph didn’t answer. She backed up from the dwarf and stepped around his table, then gave him a sharp glance over her shoulder and gestured toward him with the gloved fingers of her right hand. She strode into the tent’s darkest corner and settled herself at an empty table made from wooden crates lashed together with ragged hemp rope. Her seat was a stack of old wooden pallets, as were the rest of those scattered around the makeshift table. It looked like the Raiders Guild didn’t have much use for creature comforts when they were on the job.

Gurz arrived a few minutes later with three of his friends in tow. They all wore the same black breastplates, though their weapons differed. One of them carried a flanged morning star that looked like it weighed as much as Neph did. Gurz and one other wore axes over their shoulders, and the last one had a hammer with a spiked face attached to his belt and a kite shield on his back. They looked like they’d been in a few scrapes, but I knew they were nowhere near as tough as they pretended.

My dungeon lord’s vision told me they were all lowly first-level raiders. I didn’t bother learning their names, other than Gurz, because I didn’t care that much about them. There were three warriors and a single priest in their group, which wasn’t an ideal party composition. They had no rogue to deal with traps or other hazards, and not even an apprentice spellslinger to guard against magical defenses. The only way their raiding party could have been any less prepared to hit a dungeon would be if they had no cleric. 

“These boys are absolutely freaking perfect,” I said to Neph.

“What’s the big secret?” the first dwarf asked. “We heard you guys got your asses kicked and were in recovery.”

“Everyone else, but not me,” Neph said. She kept her voice pitched so low the dwarves had to lean in close to hear her. She shoved a small coin purse to the center of the table and loosened its strings with her dexterous fingers. Golden coins, which she’d donated from her halter and skirt, flashed in the torchlight before Neph snatched the purse up again. “But I got out of there with a little something for my troubles. And there’s a lot more where that came from.”

The dwarf priest rested his morning star against the table and dug a gargantuan louse out of his beard. He held it up in front of one eye, then crushed it between his fingers and tossed its bloodstained carcass over his shoulder.

“Hmmm,” he mused. “Too bad Kezakazek and the rest of your party get to take their second swing at the place before anyone else can make a run. I could use some coin. Pockets have been a little light since the Guild jacked up the prices on everything.”

As we’d planned, Neph plucked five coins from her purse and tossed them onto the table.

“Why don’t you get some drinks on me?” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “And keep the change. Let’s talk about how maybe we can all get rich instead of lining that dark elf’s pockets with coins.”

The priest clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously. He scooped the coins off the table without another word and vanished into the darkness. He was the group’s clear leader, because none of them said anything until he’d returned with five tar-bottomed wooden tankards. He slid them across the table with practiced ease, and Nephket caught hers just before it tumbled off the edge.

All eyes were on her as she righted her drink, and her pulse quickened. The dwarves’ suspicions grew stronger as she fumbled the drink again and almost dropped it. She finally got it settled in front of her and curled her fingers around it so hard I thought the wood might crack.

“Sorry about that,” she said. She gestured at a bloodied gash in armor. “Still a little shaky after what happened in there.”

That earned a round of subdued laughter from the dwarves, who all promptly buried their noses in their drinks. They slammed their tankards down on the table in unison and wiped foam from their mustaches with the backs of their hands.

Neph covered her sigh of relief by pretending to take a swig from her tankard, and a wave of relief washed over me. That improvisation had rescued our plan.

“All right, girl,” the priest said. “Tell us what you’ve got.”

Nephket handled herself like a pro. Less than an hour after she’d left the dungeon, she was fifteen gold pieces poorer and headed back into my tomb.

The dwarves were buzzed on the three rounds of drinks Neph had paid for and stumbled along in a loose group around her. At the top of the stairs, the whole group came to a stop, and the dwarven priest hoisted his morning star over his shoulder.

“I know we’re breaking the Guild’s rules and all,” he said. “But some rules we ain’t gonna break. Raiding party means four, not five. Thanks for the booze, and I appreciate you guiding us here, but this is far as you go on our little adventure.”

Nephket snarled and reached for one of the six daggers tucked into the sheathes hidden in her armor. She stopped just short of its hilt, though, when the dwarf warriors unlimbered their weapons.

“I should turn you in to the Guild,” she said.

“But you won’t,” the priest chuckled. “Because it was your idea to break the rules in the first place. You’d be in just as much trouble as we would, maybe more seeing as how you’re the one who convinced us to break those rules. But I’ll tell you what. If the treasure in this hole is as rich as you claim, I’ll be sure to come find you when we’re done. So we can celebrate.”

The dwarf priest flicked his tongue at Nephket and made an odious slurping noise.

My temper flared at the obnoxious display, and I hoped the asshole took a good long time to recover from the injuries he was about to suffer.

“Bastards,” Nephket hissed and then slinked away from the door and into the shadows of the sycamore fig. For a moment, I lost sight of the dwarves as Nephket turned her back on them to hide. 

I opened my eyes and summoned the Tablet of Engineering. Golden dots that represented the wahket appeared where I’d stationed the cat women. Four red dots showed me where the dwarves were, and I found that if I focused my attention on those dots, my viewpoint shifted to the room they occupied. A little concentration allowed me to move my point of view around like my own personal spy drone.

As a dungeon lord, I had the best seat in the house.

Under Nephket’s guidance, the wahket had already lit all the torches in the statue room I’d modified earlier. The dwarves’ shadows jumped behind them like long, ebony cloaks as they entered that room and made their way down the steps to the bottom of the channel I’d created.

“Weird place,” the warrior in the lead said. There was just room to walk two abreast down the sunken pathway, but that would’ve put them shoulder to shoulder and at risk of hitting one another with their weapons if they had to fight.

While the dwarves were smart enough to walk single file, they weren’t smart enough to leave much space between them. In their drunken state the raiders had badly misjudged the situation, and there was no way they could recover from their foolish mistake in time.

When their leader was halfway across the statue room, the wahket sprang into action.

The cat women emerged from the shadows behind the statues and seized the ropes they’d rigged up earlier. Each of the ropes wound around the ankles of the statues, which I’d weakened with a little dungeon lord magic from the Tablet of Engineering. Groups of wahket on either side of the channel pulled on the ropes for all they were worth.

The first statue toppled from its pedestal and crashed into the five-foot-wide and ten-foot-deep channel. The lead dwarf heard the statue’s legs splinter and looked up just in time to catch a face full of falling stone. The impact crushed his nose and most of his skull, and he vanished in a burst of red light. The fallen statue wobbled for a moment and then fell back onto the next dwarf in line who thrust his battle axe up to arrest its fall and save himself from instant death.

He was stronger than he looked and used his weapon’s sturdy haft to catch the statue and keep its weight from crushing him. He grunted and groaned with the effort of holding up the massive hunk of stone, which put him out of the fight as surely as if he were already dead.

The priest who’d been at the rear of the dwarven marching order called for a retreat in a drunken, slurred voice. He took a step back to follow his own command, but it was already too late for him.

The rest of the statues fell like deadly dominoes. A perfect wahket stone breast slammed into the top of the dwarf priest’s head so hard it cracked his skull like a soft-boiled egg. The priest’s spine crackled like dry leaves in a campfire as the statue’s weight bore down on him, and then he, too, vanished in a crimson flare.

“Shit,” the third dwarf in line shouted. A chunk of statue the size of a car tire slammed into the back of his neck and damn near took his head off. Poof, he was consumed by a splash of crimson light.

The last dwarf trembled with the strain of holding the statue above him, but it was a wasted effort. Another statue fell across the first, and the weight was too much for him to bear. The thin bones in both of his forearms shattered with a sound like someone had just stomped on a sheet of bubble wrap, and an avalanche of stone slammed into his chest like a wrecking ball. His recall amulet flared with ruddy light, and he was gone.

“It worked,” Nephket cried. She’d watched the whole thing from the shadows of the entryway and rushed into the room with her fists raised above her head. “We won!”

The rest of the wahket answered her with shouts and cheers. Their eyes gleamed in the firelight, and I saw something dark and wild in them. The battle with the Raiders Guild had only begun, but already my followers were much different women than the beaten and scared creatures I’d seen when I first arrived. They’d drawn the blood of their enemies, and now they had a taste for it.

A dark grin stretched across my face as I leaned back into my cobra throne. Everything had gone exactly the way I’d planned. 

The raiders were doomed.
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Chapter 5: Dark Harvest
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THE WAHKET DIDN’T WAIT for their priestess to tell them what to do next. They clambered down the walls of the audience chamber’s killing pathway and rooted through the rubble in search of loot dropped by the fallen dwarves.

They laughed and cheered one another on as they dug weapons and armor out of the rubble. It was like watching kids on an Easter egg hunt, if those kids had just murdered a bunch of armored bunnies in their quest for blood-spattered eggs.

So, yeah, maybe not all that much like an Easter egg hunt.

Nephket clambered up the ladder at the end of the channel and snapped her fingers to get the wahket’s attention. 

“Bring whatever you find to the burial chamber,” she said. “And then head home and get some rest. You all did amazing work tonight.”

“As did you,” I told Nephket once she was alone. “You’re quite an actress.”

“I just thought about how much I wanted them gone, and it was easy,” she replied with a smile.

“How did the wahket get up to the statues?” the priestess asked when she entered the burial chamber. “Did they all have to climb the ladder?”

“No,” I explained. “I added a twisty little tunnel branch that leads from the hall outside the burial chamber to the upper level of the statue room. The only time any of us will have to use the ladder is when we enter or leave the dungeon. If the wahket need to retreat, they can escape through the tunnel and regroup back in the burial chamber.”

“Good thinking,” Nephket said. She pulled her cape off and draped it over the edge of the sarcophagus. “Can I keep the armor? I like the way it makes me feel.”

“And how is that?” I asked. 

“Stronger,” she said. “No, that’s not right. Safer?”

“Keep it as long as you want,” I said. “But try not to wear it in your village. The other raiders might start asking Peska questions you don’t want to answer.”

“True,” the priestess said. “How was the ka harvest?”

I’d been so wrapped up in the success of my plan that the ka had totally slipped my mind. I flipped my arm over to peek and cursed at what I saw.

There were two ka vessels on the inside of my arm, both bright blue and smooth as glass. 

“One,” I grumbled. “Just one mote of ka. Shouldn’t there have been more for taking out all four of those stupid dwarves?”

Nephket crossed the room to look at the second vessel. She pressed her finger to its glossy surface and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and wrinkled her nose like she’d smelled something foul.

“Ugh,” she complained. “It was the liquor. It weakened their lifeforce and diluted their ka.”

“Damnit,” I said. “I should’ve known. They were only first-level to begin with. All that booze I had you pour down their necks must’ve reduced their challenge to a level-zero party. They were hardly worth the killing. I’m just glad none of the wahket were injured.”

Nephket looked down at her feet while I spoke. She looked a little sad and more than a little embarrassed.

“This isn’t your fault,” I said. “I value your advice, but the plan was mine.”

One deep breath, then two, and I let all my anger and frustration go. I’d made a mistake, but there was no sense being an asshole about it. 

“I know enough about how role-playing games work that I shouldn’t have screwed this up. It’s a mistake I won’t make a second time,” I promised.

“This isn’t a game,” Nephket said with a frown. “This is my life, Lord —”

“Clay,” I said. “My name’s—”

“—Rathokhetra. It is your life, as well.”

“It seems like a game,” I interrupted. “I see the level and class of the raiders. I can see your class and level, too. And the ka feels just like experience points in the games I’ve played where I’m from.”

Nephket surprised me with a throaty chuckle somewhere between a purr and a laugh. She reached out and stroked my arm with her clawed fingertips.

“I’ve forgotten you have been elsewhere for so long,” she said. “You don’t know about the Godfall.”

That word triggered an avalanche of Rathokhetra’s memories. I reeled under the weight of the images as they crashed through my thoughts like a hailstorm.

Massive armies marched across one battlefield after another. The pennants of their faith snapped above their heads like the beating wings of enormous raptors. They clashed against their enemies again and again; they trampled crops into rotten compost, burned temples to the ground, and razed whole cities.

The holy wars left one world after another in smoldering ruins. As their followers perished, the gods fell from their high thrones and their bodies burned away to leave behind nothing but charred bones and the golden marrow within—

“Which is why there is so much ka in the world now,” Nephket said. “With no gods to harness it, the power materialized as the dungeon cores, and that gave rise to the dungeon lords who protect them.”

“And the levels?” I asked.

“That’s how dungeon lords interpret the world and its powers,” Nephket said. “The core helps you to quantify things in a way that aids you in making the correct decisions. The core wants to become more powerful, and it wants you to become more powerful as well.”

“But why?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

“There were gods before,” Nephket said. “There will be gods again.”

Suddenly flustered, Nephket cleared her throat and wrung her hands. She turned away from me for a moment, then cleared her throat again.

“But for now, you need ka,” she said. 

I wanted to find out more about this god business, but Nephket’s body language was tight and defensive. If I tried to force her to tell me anything else now, the pressure might push her away. Better to focus on the task of beating the shit out of the raiders for now. There’d be time for the rest later.

“We can’t bring in more powerful raiders,” I mused aloud. “First-level raiders are all we can handle until I stock my tomb with some guardians.”

Nephket nodded, and I could see some of the pieces of the puzzle starting to fall into place in her mind. I kept talking to help us both figure out this puzzle.

“Weakening the dwarves before they entered the dungeon must have been the issue,” I said. “I bet we can weaken them after they’re in the tomb and still get a full share of their ka.”

“That’s an excellent plan, but how will we get them to drink the liquor after they are already in the dungeon?” Nephket asked.

“There’s a saying where I’m from,” I said. “You can lead a horse to water, but if he won’t drink it, you might have to stick him with a poison needle.”

“We have a similar saying here, but horses are far too valuable to poison.” She gave me a quizzical frown when I laughed. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No, not at all,” I said with a wave of my hand. I snapped my fingers, and a golden slate appeared on my lap.

“How did you do that?” Nephket asked.

“Ancient dungeon lord secret.” I wiggled my eyebrows at her.

She stared at me for a moment before she realized I was pulling her leg. Then she gifted me with a cute little giggle that made me want to sweep her into my arms.

“All right,” I said. “Let me get down to business here.”

The golden tablet shimmered, and the hieroglyphics shifted and flowed into new patterns. There were slightly more monsters this time than there’d been previously, but even doubling my ka hadn’t gained me all that much. Two motes weren’t enough to summon any terrifying creatures. I needed to be clever, because there was no way I’d have the brute force to defeat unimpaired level-one raiders any other way. Even my statue trap might not be enough, because a sober raider might see it and make a break for it before the wahket could crush his skull. 

That would put the cat women at risk, and there was no way I’d do that. They depended on me to keep them safe, not lead them to their doom.

I rejected bandits, guards, even kobolds and more exotic creatures like hobgoblins and half-ogres. None of them was right for the job. I wanted a small creature that didn’t seem dangerous on its own but could still weaken the raiders enough to let the wahket finish them off.

I traced my finger down the tablet and reviewed each of the monsters in turn before I found what I was looking for. 

[[[Soketran Tomb Scorpion

Tiny beast, unaligned 

Armor Class: 11 (Natural Armor) 

Hit Points: 1

Speed: 10 feet

STR: 2 (-4)

DEX: 11 (+0)

CON: 8 (-1)

INT: 1 (-5)

WIS: 8 (-1)

CHA: 2 (-4)

Senses: Vibration sense 120 feet, Passive Perception 9

Languages:—

Challenge: 0 (10 XP)

These scorpions are natives of Soketra and are most often found in or around the tombs of the fallen God Kings. Though individually quite weak, the venom of these scorpions can make adventurers easy prey for more powerful monsters.

Sting: Melee Weapon Attack: +2 to hit. Hit: 1 piercing damage, and the target must resist or be blinded for 6 to 18 (Average 12) seconds.]]] 

A dark smile crept across my face as I imagined the confusion and terror this little creature would cause. It was small and weak and would be hard to spot until it struck. The damage from its tail’s stinger was barely a scratch, but a blinded adventurer was a dead adventurer. This was the critter I needed.

I studied the tablet and learned that I could summon five of the tomb scorpions for a single point of ka. From what I’d heard the dwarf say before he walked in to his doom, raiding parties were made up of four people. Five scorpions would give this encounter one surprise shot at each member of the raiding party and two attacks on one member, but would that be enough?

“Never half-ass anything when you can afford to whole ass it,” I said to Nephket.

Two points of ka would summon ten scorpions. Two-on-one were much better odds for my side.

I closed my eyes and willed the creatures to appear in the eastern chamber between the hall of statues and the audience chamber. That done, I dismissed the tablet, and it vanished back to wherever it went to wait until I’d need it again.

I felt the click and scuttle of the scorpions’ claws against the stone floor as they appeared and scrambled around their new home in confusion. My mind touched their primitive thoughts, and the stinging arachnids settled into their new role.

“Hi, little dudes,” I said, and my new guardians focused their attention on me. Even though we weren’t in the same room, they heard my words loud and clear. “You’re my sneaky little ninjas, so no suicide rushes when the raiders show up. You’re free to skulk around and sting anyone who’s not one of the wahket.”

A wave of confusion rolled out of the scorpions, and I pushed an image of the cat women into the front of my thoughts. Little light bulbs lit up in their bug brains, and I knew the cat women were safe.

“All right, then,” I said. “You guys are free to chill out, eat smaller bugs, whatever it is you do. I’ll let you know when the bad guys arrive.”

A bemused smile crept across Nephket’s face.

“Who are you talking to?” she asked me. 

“Oh,” I said. “Nobody you’d be too interested in. They aren’t great with small talk.”

Nephket took a seat on the arm of my throne so close I could feel the heat of her body. She adjusted her position. The soft leather armor creaked, and its blackened buckles made soft clinking noises.

“Lying to your familiar isn’t very nice,” she said. Her pout was almost as adorable as the way she purred her Rs. “How am I supposed to help you if you won’t tell me your secrets?”

“I hear it’s best to keep the mystery alive in a relationship,” I said. “But I will say that I’ve fixed our alcohol problem.”

“Oh?” the priestess asked. “That was fast. What do we do next?”

“We’ll need more raiders.” I added my best supervillain laugh. “A lot more raiders.”

“Ambitious. I like it,” Nephket said. “Aren’t you worried that those dwarves will tell the Guild what happened to them after the healers put their broken skulls back together?”

“Nah, they won’t squeal,” I said. “They made a mistake when they came here, and I’m pretty sure they know it. Greed got the best of their common sense, and those dwarves broke their own guild’s rules. If they tell their buddies what happened, there’s no telling what might happen to them. From the sound of it, the Guild might punt them out. And I don’t think raiders have many socially acceptable skills they could use to find gainful employment at another job.”

Neph crossed her left foot over her right knee and reached down to unlace her boot. Her gloved fingers defeated her, though, and she let out an exasperated grunt as she struggled to free her hands from the supple leather. When her glove popped off with less effort than she expected, the sudden move threw Nephket off-balance.

I’ll admit it. I could’ve caught her the instant she started to fall, but I didn’t. I let her slip off the arm of my throne into my lap, and then I caught her before she could tumble to the floor. My left hand hooked around her waist, and my right snatched the glove before it slipped through her fingers.

A startled yelp escaped Nephket’s lips, but she didn’t try to scramble away from me this time. She settled back against me and raised her feet above the throne’s arm.

“These boots,” she groaned. “My feet weren’t made for them.”

“Here, let me help,” I said. For a moment I was worried I wouldn’t be able to touch the tight laces, but apparently Neph’s clothes counted as part of her.

“You don’t have to,” Nephket started, but I cut her off.

“I want to,” I said with a smile.

I untied the knot at the top of her left boot and loosened the laces before easing her foot out of the leather.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Nephket said. She flexed her toes and extended the razor-sharp black claws from their tips. “It was fun to dress up, but I’m really not built for shoes.”

“You’re built for just about anything,” I said.

The priestess let out a short gasp and then laughed. She rested her forehead against the side of my skull and sighed. Her hot breath tickled my ear and sent electric tingles down my spine. Very, very naughty thoughts cut through my mind like the fins of hungry sharks.

“I have to say, you’re not at all what I expected,” Nephket purred.

“Is that a complaint?” I asked. I worked the other boot free from her foot and dropped it on the floor next to the throne. My fingers found her sole all on their own and massaged her soft skin until a faint moan escaped the wahket’s lips.

“Not at all,” she said. “I just thought you’d be more aloof. Imperious? I’m not sure.”

“There’s not much point in being aloof or imperious,” I said. “I don’t lean on formality much. I like to work with people who know how to do their jobs and do them well. I meant it before when I said I wanted a partner, not a servant.”

“You flatter me,” she said. “I don’t know as much as you think I do. Everything I’ve told you I learned from the ancient scrolls and legends. I wasn’t even sure the ritual to summon you would succeed. I was desperate, not wise.”

“And yet, here I am,” I said. “Whatever you did worked. That’s what counts.”

Uncomfortable with my praise, Nephket changed the subject.

“What about the fallen statues?” she asked. “Won’t those tip off the next raiders that something’s amiss?”

I didn’t want Nephket to leave my lap, but she was right. I needed to reset the trap I’d laid or none of this would work.

“Let’s go see about that,” I said and helped her to her feet. I was pleased that she took my hand when we headed toward the audience chamber.

The sight of all those statues tumbled down into the chasm I’d created was impressive, if I do say so myself. Bloodstains marred the narrow channel’s walls with vivid red streaks and splatters that clearly illustrated where each of the dwarves had died. There was no way even the stupidest raider would willingly walk into that mess.

And even if some exceptionally stupid raiders did stumble into the chasm, without the statues in their proper places the wahket wouldn’t be able to finish them off.

I snapped my fingers to summon the Tablet of Engineering, and the golden slate appeared in my hand. When I stared at the hall of statues, I saw the schematic had been updated to show the fallen statues where they had tumbled off their pedestals and shattered. I imagined them back in their rightful places, and the lines inscribed on the tablet’s face began to change.

The heavy statues floated, light as a feather, out of the chasm and reassembled themselves in their original positions. The channel’s stone walls shed a surface layer of fine, gray dust, and the bloodstains vanished completely. In seconds the chasm had transformed from a slaughterhouse into a boring walkway that wouldn’t have alarmed even the most observant raider.

“That was impressive,” Neph said. “I suppose you won’t need me to clean up after you.”

“I’ve got mad skills,” I said with a grin. “And this will make everything a lot simpler. If I reset the dungeon that quickly between bands of raiders, I’ll be able to reap a lot of ka in a little time.”

“I wonder if the raiders will catch on and start to avoid me,” she said. “Or if the large number of beat-up treasure hunters will tip off the raiders that something’s not right up here.”

“That’s one of the reasons why I went with this plan,” I said. “No weapon wounds on the fallen raiders. They’ll look like they got caught in a cave-in or fell down a ravine. Based on what you showed me of your village and its surroundings, that could’ve happened to anyone who wandered off the beaten path in search of another dungeon, right?”

“You really did think of everything,” Nephket said. She squeezed my hand and looked at me with those emerald green eyes in a way that made my heart pound. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and—

I took a deep breath and turned my thoughts away from all of the many, many things I wanted to do with Neph. There wasn’t time for that, not yet. But once I’d sent the Raiders Guild packing, things would get very, very interesting between us. 

Soon, I promised myself and dragged my attention back to the work ahead of me.

“Planning out ways to cover your tracks is all part of being a hacker,” I said. “Even if no one notices all the baby adventurers getting whacked, though, we need to move fast. I want to upgrade the dungeon before Kezakazek comes back.”

I tried not to think of the drow, because she freaked me out. She seemed to know as much about being a dungeon lord as Nephket, maybe even more. The way she’d threatened to come after my core hadn’t seemed like the kind of idle threat a dying adventurer would toss off.

It sounded like a damned prophecy.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Greed is powerful,” the priestess mused. “I flashed a few coins and those raiders followed me straight to their doom.”

“Booze and money have been the downfall of many men and women,” I said. “We’ll take advantage of it for as long as we can.”

Nephket chewed her lip for a moment, then threw her arms around my neck and pulled me into a tight hug.

“Thank you,” she whispered into my ear. “For everything. For the first time in a very long time, you’ve given the wahket hope. You showed me the world doesn’t have to be a place of darkness and fear. Thank you for returning to us.”

My arms curled around the priestess’s hips and back. I returned the hug, and she melted against me. Her faint sigh caressed my cheek.

In that moment, the Earth, the cartel, and my theoretical billion dollars seemed like the least important things in my life. I’d spent my career saving the computers of dirty people from the hacks of even dirtier people. I’d rescued a few billionaires from digital predators, and I’d almost become a billionaire myself in the process.

But all of that felt meaningless compared to that one moment with a trembling cat woman wrapped in my arms.

My last lingering thoughts about getting home to my mountain of money melted away in the warmth of Nephket’s body pressed against mine.

I was already home.

“Get some rest,” I said quietly to Nephket. “We have a lot of work to do, and tomorrow will be here soon.”

Nephket rubbed her cheek against mine, and the soft bristles of her fur stripes left a musky scent on my skin. Then she stepped back, her fingers trailed over my shoulders and down my chest, and she smiled at me.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we will teach the raiders the meaning of fear.”
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Chapter 6: The Ka Must Flow
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AFTER NEPHKET LEFT, I sat on my cobra throne for a few hours and tried to sleep. It didn’t work.

Fun fact, kids. Apparently, dungeon lords don’t have to sleep.

At all.

We also have a pretty good sense of time, so I know it was around three o’clock in the morning when I wandered over to the scorpions’ lair for a look at my new pets.

I’d never been a big fan of bugs, but these were my bugs, and that made all the difference. Each scorpion’s body was about as long as my forearm, with curved stingers that could extend almost three feet in any direction. They were quick, too, and I spent a good chunk of the night racing them back and forth across the length of their lair.

To the untrained eye, all of my tomb scorpions looked the same: scary and ready to sting your eyes out. But I could already tell them apart by their subtle differences. My favorite was not the fastest, but she was close. She had a triangle of darker dots on her left claw, and her stinger carried a wicked little barb at its tip that the others lacked.

“I’m going to call you Pinchy.” I gently stroked her back with one knuckle.

Pinchy’s stinger coiled defensively over my hand, but she didn’t try to run away. She shifted her many feet and pressed her golden carapace back against my knuckle as if she enjoyed the one-finger massage. She grew bored after a few seconds of that and scuttled back to her scorpion pals.

While I waited for the sun to come up and Nephket to return with a new batch of victims, I called up the Tablet of Engineering and made a few new modifications to the dungeon. 

My first change was to add a very small tunnel between the scorpions’ lair and the burial chamber that would let the stingers move from their home to mine by the shortest route. I tried to make the passageway a foot tall and a foot wide, but the Tablet of Engineering had other ideas.

[[[Minimum passageway size is three feet wide by three feet tall.]]]

I tried to command the tablet to obey me, but every attempt to make a smaller passage ended with the same warning message. Here I thought being a dungeon lord meant I was the boss, but apparently the tablets had the final say as to how shit went down.

“Fine, be a dick,” I said to the tablet.

The golden slate didn’t respond, but I could feel its smugness.

I created the yard-by-yard passageway and hid the opening behind my throne. If some raider made it this far into my dungeon, I wanted him to have a nasty surprise waiting for him.

Once I’d created the passage, I went around behind the throne to take a look at it. The exit’s edges were smooth and perfectly square, and the interior was as smooth and seamless as a drinking glass. 

And a single bead of water clung to its side.

“What in the hell is this?” I asked. On closer inspection, the passageway I’d just created had a hairline crack on the back side, just below floor level. The crack grew a hair wider even as I watched, and the bead of water became two, then three, then four.

Shit.

There was an underground river or spring or some shit right behind my throne. I hastily rerouted the passage so it would exit a yard to the right of its original location and held my breath.

Once upon a time, the girls who lived in the apartment above mine had a teensy, tiny leak in their bathtub’s drainpipe. One day, I’d noticed a little brown spot on the ceiling of my bathroom. The next week the pencil-eraser-sized splotch had metastasized into a coffee-colored disk the size of my fist.

And the week after that, the girls had a bubble bath party with five of their drunken friends, and all seven of them ended up in my bathroom. Along with their bathtub. 

Water was not to be fucked with.

After a few minutes had passed and the back wall of my burial chamber hadn’t been breached by a flood, I relaxed and went back to work. But not before I made a very stern note to myself on the Tablet of Engineering that there was water back there.

I made a similar tunnel that led from the scorpions’ lair to the statue room and hid its exit point at the top of the chasm near the middle of its length. That wasn’t perfect, but it put the scorpions above the heads of any raiders in the trench, which would hopefully give them the edge they needed to land some venomous strikes on intruders. 

The last of my scorpion trails led into the audience chamber and opened behind that throne, as well. Yeah, I know, hardly imaginative, but it would be effective. 

Those three passages would be a pain in the ass for any raiders to navigate, but Pinchy and her buddies could use them to move to any part of the dungeon with ease.

I also created a larger passageway between the burial chamber and the raised area above the statue room’s chasm. The wahket could use that to retreat quickly to the burial chamber if needed, without forcing them to climb the ladder or get down into the chasm with the raiders.

“Come at me, bro,” I said.

Unfortunately, it was only four in the morning. There wouldn’t be any bros coming this way for at least a few more hours.

I returned to the cobra throne to pass the time. I practiced with my khopesh for a while, but it didn’t feel necessary. The weapon was so fluid and well balanced it felt like part of me, and practicing just made me antsy to bury the blade in another raider’s chest.

The crypt crown was also interesting, but I couldn’t cast any of its spells without a target, and I didn’t want to zap any of my scorpions. They’d respawn, but what kind of dick would intentionally kill his minions just because he was bored?

The wahket had dumped the breastplates and weapons they’d scavenged from the dwarves into the sarcophagus, and I spent a little time cataloguing them. The breastplates were worth a whopping four hundred gold pieces, which seemed like an impressive amount for those dwarves to have been lugging around. The two battle axes were valued at ten gold pieces each, while the morning star and warhammer both came in at fifteen gold pieces.

I let out long, low whistle. That was a pretty good chunk of gold for first-level adventurers. I sat on my throne and mulled over my options. The black iron armor wasn’t much to look at, but when I examined it in the Tablet of Transformation I saw that it offered significant protection for relatively low weight. That’s what made it so valuable to trained warriors. Sadly, the wahket lacked the skills to use the armor effectively.

[[[BREASTPLATE

Armor Class: 14 + Dexterity Modifer (+2 Maximum)

Weight: 20 pounds

Training Required: Heavy Armor]]]

My couple couldn’t use the armor but the Tablet of Transformation would let me change it into a nice bit of bait. I just had to decide what would be most enticing to greedy little raiders.

I could’ve created some fancy weapon or maybe nicer armor from that amount of gold, but I didn’t want to take a chance on putting better gear in the hands of raiders in my dungeon. I also didn’t want the bait to be too specific, because wizards wouldn’t want swords and warriors wouldn’t give a crap about a magic staff.

“Appeal to their greed,” I muttered and transformed one of the breastplates from a hunk of black metal into a sack of mixed coins and semiprecious gemstones. 

I used my special dungeon lord powers to drop the sack I’d created at the top of the ladder in the audience chamber, and it burst open to scatter gold, silver, polished obsidian marbles, smooth disks of turquoise, and some very pretty hunks of blue quartz that looked far more valuable than they actually were. 

Inexperienced raiders would see that gleaming pile of treasure from across the room and every cautious thought would vanish from their pea brains. The trap was set. I just had to wait for the mice to come along and spring it.

In the meantime, I studied the orb clutched in the jaws of the cobra above me. It was about the size of my head, and it swirled with glowing, opalescent light. I instinctively understood it was worth more than anything else in the dungeon and that if it fell into the hands of raiders, I was as good as dead.

But the longer I studied it, the more I knew that it was far more than just a trophy for raiders and an Achilles’ heel for me. As I gained more ka, the core would store vast quantities of the powerful energy. It also held the tablets while they weren’t in use and contained many more powers I hadn’t yet unlocked.

Kezakazek’s threat to come for my core seemed a much graver danger now that I understood the orb’s importance. 

The next time I ran into that dark elf, one of us would die.

If, that is, I could figure out a way to stop her from teleporting away as soon as she suffered serious injury. I wouldn’t be safe until she was dead, and I spent the rest of my night puzzling over how to kill her once and for all. A few hours of poking and prodding the problem got me nothing but the beginnings of a headache.

I really needed to kill some raiders.

At eight in the morning I reached out and gently prodded Nephket’s mind. As soon as I made contact with the cat woman’s thoughts, the smell of bacon and eggs filled my nostrils. I wasn’t hungry, because dungeon lords don’t have to eat, but I still wanted those strips of crispy bacon and fluffy scrambled eggs. I wanted the sweet and salty crispness of the pork in my mouth, and the sumptuous feel of the rich egg yolks on my tongue seemed like a prized treasure just out of my reach.

“Good morning,” Nephket said as she stirred the eggs in an iron pan over her hearth. “I hope you rested well.”

“Not at all,” I said. “The good news is I don’t have to. Dungeon lords don’t sleep.”

“Lucky you,” Nephket said. She stifled a yawn. “I was too excited to sleep much.”

While Nephket ate her breakfast, we discussed our next steps. I outlined my plan, and she made some suggestions of her own. By the time she’d scrubbed out the pan with a fistful of sand, she was ready to get to work.

“I’m afraid I have to retire the armor,” she pouted. “I went for a walk this morning and heard a rumor that someone had seen Peska.”

“That’s not good,” I said with a frown. “Our plan relied on the Peska ruse to help you recruit more raiders.”

“I thought of that,” she said. “I’m putting some of the other wahket to work. They’ll lure the raiders up to the dungeon so their sisters can help you kill them. If a new batch of looters arrives every hour or so, that should be good, yes?”

Nephket impressed me with her efficiency and management skills. Before breakfast, she’d already gotten everyone organized and moving, and she did it all without making a big fuss or attracting any attention from the raiders.

“You’re something else,” I complimented her. “There’s no way I could have done this without your help.”

“Well, to be fair, you wouldn’t have needed to do this if it weren’t for me,” Nephket said. “But thank you.”

Nephket left her house for a brisk walk around the end of the oasis farthest from the raiders’ camp and made her way up to the dungeon. The other wahket had already arrived and gotten to work by the time the priestess climbed up into the sycamore fig outside the tomb.

“I’ll stand watch up here,” she said, “so you’ll know when the next batch of raiders is on its way.”

“Good plan,” I said. “Stay out of sight. There’s no reason for you to endanger yourself.”

“As you wish,” she said, and I felt the wry humor behind her words.

I was glad Nephket had become more comfortable with me. We’d never have been able to work together if she kept treating me like some kind of god.

The wahket finished with their preparations long before the first raiders showed up. The cat women crouched behind the statues and whispered to one another in their excitement, and I couldn’t help but smile from my seat on the cobra throne. It’d been less than twenty-four hours since the cat women had called out to me for help, and now they were the ones fighting to defend themselves.

“Here they come,” Nephket said as she studied the approaching raiders.

I’d been worried that the wahket wouldn’t be able to pick out the weakest treasure hunters, but there’d been no reason to worry. The day’s first band of adventurers seemed even more poorly prepared than the dwarves had been. 

Their leader, a willowy elf with a scraggly mohawk and a set of ridiculous tattoos around his eyes, was the first into the dungeon. 

[[[Nolas, 1st Level Elf Wizard, 4 Hit Points]]]

Even if I didn’t have special dungeon lord senses, the elf’s armor marked him as a squishy spellcaster. His scrawny frame didn’t look like it could stand up to a stiff breeze, but Nolas didn’t seem worried about his exposure. He strode down the stairs from the entryway with a haughty sneer on his lips and a greedy light in his eye. He saw the treasure at the far end of the hall of statues right away and jabbed his finger toward it.

“Look at that,” he crowed. “Unguarded treasure, free for the taking.”

A human woman entered the room behind him. She rested on a greatsword nearly as tall as she was and shifted her shoulders inside her ill-fitting chain mail. She eyeballed the treasure but clucked her tongue at the elf’s words.

[[[Rael, 1st Level Human Warrior, 12 Hit Points]]]

“This is a dungeon,” she pointed out. “What makes you think that pile of loot is unguarded?”

“I don’t see any monsters,” a snaggle-toothed orc said as he strode into the room. He didn’t wear a single scrap of armor over his muscle-bound physique and carried a strange chain with barbed hooks on its ends. He held the exotic weapon in both hands as he surveyed the room. “Nah, there’s nothing here. Let’s go get the loot.”

[[[Burke, 1st Level Orc Barbarian, 13 Hit Points]]]

Another elf, this one far more suspicious than their leader, brought up the rear. She wore an ornate breastplate inset with sparkling crystals and carried a studded cudgel across her shoulders.

[[[Selana, 1st Level Elf Cleric, 8 Hit Points]]]

“As your priestess, I suggest you proceed with caution,” she said. “The last time we looted an unguarded chamber someone caught an arrow trap in the throat, and we ended up with nothing for our trouble. No loot. No experience. And we owed the Guild healers twenty gold each for healing spells. I do not wish to repeat that miserable failure.”

The orc sniggered at the words, and the mohawked elf frowned.

“You’ll see,” he said. “Let’s go. If the whole place is like this, we’ll be rich before lunch.”

“Or,” I said to myself, “you’ll be very, very broken.”

The raiders made their way down the steps in the same order they’d entered the dungeon, and I had to wonder at the special kind of stupid that put the spellchucker in the lead. Every role-playing game I’ve ever played told me that low-level wizards were frail at best. If you didn’t keep them in the back away from the fight, a stray arrow would knock them off their feet and that’d be the end of your magical artillery.

This elf, though, seemed to think he was way, way cooler than all of that. He led his group into the channel in the middle of the floor and didn’t even bother to look up at the statues that loomed over his head. His eyes were focused on the ladder and the thought of the treasure at its top, and nothing would deter him from his course.

“It’s time to earn your keep, Pinchy,” I said and settled back in my throne to watch the mayhem.

The raiders were halfway down the channel when Burke the Orc cried out.

“What the hell was that?” he shouted.

“That was Pinchy.” I laughed. “And she brought friends.”

The scorpions had emerged from the tunnel where it exited at the rim of the channel and flung themselves down on the raiders. Pinchy had landed on the orc’s back and promptly stung him on his neck, right at the base of his skull. Two more landed on the mohawked elf and buried their stingers in the scrawny muscles of his shoulders.

The elf priestess scrambled back and avoided the scorpions who’d jumped down at her. She held her cudgel in a defensive posture, and the scorpions scuttled from side to side as they looked for an opening for a quick sting or two. I knew they’d respawn back in their lair if she killed them, but I was still nervous for the little guys. Coming back from the dead didn’t mean death was painless. They didn’t deserve that.

The human warrior deflected one scorpion’s stinger with her sword and stabbed at the second one with the tip of her enormous weapon. The greatsword was too long for her to swing as it was intended to be used, and her stab was clumsy and slow. The weapon kicked sparks up from the stone floor, and the pair of scorpions she faced scrambled up its length and jabbed her wrists with their stingers.

The three stung adventurers groaned as the venom took hold. The warrior dropped her weapon and tried to wipe the flood of thick tears from her eyes. The orc was in no better shape; his neck had swelled to twice its normal size, he was blinded by the viscous flood of green fluid from his eyes, and he’d dropped his weapon to feel along the wall in a vain attempt to escape. 

“Help!” Nolas, the elf wizard, dropped to his knees and wailed. “I’m blind!”

“I told you!” the warrior woman howled. “I knew this was a bad idea. We should’ve waited for the Guild to give us the go-ahead.”

“You’re all down?” the elf priestess shouted. She danced away from one of Pinchy’s friends, but her counterattack went wide of the mark. “Goddess, I hate being a healer.”

She backed away from her fallen companions as all eight of the scorpions advanced on her position. The elf cleric was quicker than I’d expected and decided the better part of valor was to run like a chicken. She turned and outpaced the scorpions as she bounded up the stairs toward the entrance.

Oh, shit. That was not supposed to happen.

“Neph!” I shouted. “Shut the door.”

If the elf escaped, we were screwed. I did not want the Guild to know what we were doing, and I certainly didn’t want them sending more experienced raiders down here to steal my core and end my fun and games. She had to be stopped at all costs.

My vision shifted to Nephket’s point of view as she scrambled out of the tree and raced toward the dungeon’s door. She’d left it open because none of us had expected these inexperienced losers to make it out of our death trap. 

If we survived this mistake, I wouldn’t make it again.

My familiar and the elf reached the dungeon’s entrance at the same time. The elf surprised us all when she swung her weapon at Nephket’s head before the cat woman could slam the door in her face.

I braced myself for the sensation of the weapon crunching into Nephket’s skull and hoped the elf wouldn’t cause any permanent damage. The priestess was bonded to me, but I didn’t think she’d respawn, and I had no healing abilities. If she died...

In that moment, the only thing I wanted was to spring from my throne and carve my way through the raiders with my khopesh. But I didn’t have any ka; I’d spent it all summoning the scorpions. All I could do was watch and hope.

Nephket jerked her head back at the last possible second, and the cudgel’s spiked tip blasted through the air just in front of her nose. The cat woman shouted in surprise and dropped to all fours.

“I knew you bitches couldn’t be trusted,” the elf snarled. “When I get out of here, I’ll tell the Guild you’re working with the dungeon. We’ll have you all skinned by dinnertime.”

Nephket hissed in rage and leaped forward. For a split second, I thought she was going to claw the eyes out of the cleric and wanted to shout for her to stop. If any of the raiders had injuries that could be traced back to the wahket, the elf wouldn’t have to warn the Guild. The healers would do that job when the fallen adventures popped out of here and appeared in the triage tent with obvious combat wounds. Claw marks on the cleric’s face would be a death sentence for the wahket.

But Neph was smarter than that. She thrust both of her fists forward and into the elf’s chest. The surprise blow staggered the skinny cleric, who took two steps back and almost lost her balance.

The agile elf tried to jump forward to clear the door’s frame, but Nephket was faster this time. My familiar swung the barrier closed and threw her weight against it. The cleric screamed in rage and pounded her cudgel against the wooden barrier.

“I’ll kill you!” she shouted. Her face had transformed into a fury’s mask, and her hateful blows knocked chips of wood from my dungeon’s door.

Then Pinchy and her friends caught up to the elf. They scrambled up her back and found gaps in her armor. They thrust their stingers into the elf’s body and pumped her full of blinding venom.

“Do something!” Nolas the mohawk elf cried. “Heal us!”

“Trying,” the cleric choked. She tried to cast a spell, but she couldn’t see to mark her target.

“Get her into the channel,” I said to Neph. “The venom only lasts for a minute.”

The priestess didn’t waste any time. She flung the door open before I finished my instructions and grabbed Selana’s long hair.

The cat woman dragged the elf down into the channel and left her with her friends. The raiders struggled to escape their doom, but the venom had left them helpless. Blinded, they stumbled into one another and tripped over their own feet.

The Guild’s healers would have a real laugh over these jokers. The raiders would look like fools who’d stumbled into a scorpion’s nest and then taken a nasty fall down a very steep hill.

Idiots.

“Do it,” Nephket said as she climbed up the ladder at the end of the channel. “Finish them.”

“For Lord Rathokhetra!” one of the wahket shouted. The others took up her battle cry, and their voices echoed through the statue chamber like the shouts of avenging angels.

The wahket dragged on the ropes, and the statues fell with a series of resounding crashes that reminded me of rolling thunder. The raiders screamed as the stone smashed the life from them, and they vanished in four rapid flashes of red light.

Dust rose from the bloodied channel, and for a moment all was silent.

The cat women clapped their hands and stamped their feet to shatter the stillness. They howled in victory and pulled one another into crushing hugs. Their exuberance was infectious, and I cheered right along with them. Nephket’s quick action had stopped the elf from escaping, and the wahket had swatted the raiders like flies. I hadn’t even lost any scorpions because Pinchy had led her friends to safety before the statues fell. She was one smart, stabby girl.

Nephket ordered the rest of the cat women away from the statues, and I put the stone monuments back in their proper places with a snap of my fingers. The wahket were impressed by my trick, and they laughed and cheered while the room reset itself.

“Let’s see what we’ve got,” Neph called out, and the celebrating wahket scrambled down into the channel. The claws on their hands and feet made them natural climbers, and they were able to scramble along the rough stone surface with ease. The cat women ferried the loot from the fallen raiders back to the burial chamber and deposited a gem-studded breastplate, a chain shirt, a greatsword, the orc’s bizarre spiked chain, and a mace in the sarcophagus. The thing was almost full now.

“The ka was good,” I said to Neph when she arrived in the burial chamber with the rest of the wahket. “Three motes. Their gear wasn’t worth as much as the dwarves’, though. Not quite six hundred gold, all told.”

“True,” Neph said with a grin, “but we’re just getting started. We have another hour or two before the next batch arrives. Is there anything you need me to do in the meantime?”

“Nope,” I said. “I’m fine. You probably want to close the door behind the next set of raiders, though. That was a close one.”

The cat woman flexed one bicep, and the coin halter she wore jingled when she struck a pose.

“That skinny little elf wasn’t getting past me,” she said with a snarl that was far cuter than it was fearsome. “But you make a good point. No sense taking chances. A runner who made it to the Guild could cause us a lot of problems.”

The rest of the wahket filed out of the room to return to the statue chamber to reset the rope traps. I wished I could do that at the same time I repaired the statues, but the Tablet of Engineering wouldn’t allow me to do anything with the ropes. I guessed it was because they weren’t a real part of my dungeon like the statues. Something told me there were other tablets that would give me finer control over my dungeon. Once I had more ka, I’d look into unlocking them. For the moment, though, the wahket handled the job well enough.

When the last of the cat women left the burial chamber, Neph jumped into my lap and wriggled around until she was comfortable. She tapped my chin with the tip of one claw and nipped the end of my nose with surprisingly sharp teeth.

“We did it,” she said. “Your plan was perfect. We’ll win this.”

I was surprised by Neph’s sudden burst of affection, but I liked it.

“The plan’s not perfect,” I said. “But it is pretty damned good. I have some ideas for improvements, but those will have to wait until I can make some renovations to the tomb. How long until our next set of greedy raiders shows up for their date with death?”

“Half an hour?” she guesstimated. “Something like that. Plenty of time.”

“Plenty of time for what?” I asked.

Nephket blushed. The pink tip of her tongue darted between her full lips, and she took a deep breath that stretched her halter in a very distracting way.

“I didn’t mean to—” she started.

I interrupted her with a kiss. I hadn’t intended to, but she was irresistible.

A visceral shock ran through my body when our lips met. The priestess’s eyelids fluttered as she leaned into me, and her arms tightened around my back. I cradled the back of her head with one hand and hooked the other one around her waist. I pulled her closer as our kiss deepened, and she responded with a full-throated purr.

Time passed in a blur, and it was Pinchy that reminded me that we had to take care of business. The scorpion had very poor eyesight, but her feet were sensitive to vibrations, and she’d detected someone approaching the tomb. They weren’t very close, not yet, but her encounter with the raiders had the scorpion on edge. She wanted me to know of potential trouble.

I liked her initiative, even if it did interrupt the most fun I’d had in months.

“Back to work,” I whispered to Nephket when I came up for air. “Company’s coming.”

The wahket priestess said nothing for a long moment. She stared into my eyes and stroked one of my cheeks with her delicate fingertips. The tips of her claws caressed my face, and it was hard not to imagine how it would feel to have her scratch them down my back.

“I didn’t think it would be like this,” Nephket said. “If I’d known, I would’ve tried to summon you long before the raiders came.”

“If I would’ve known about you, I’d have come looking for this place on my own,” I said. “Nothing would’ve kept me away.”

“I bet you say that to all the wahket,” Nephket said with a giggle. She slipped out of my lap and straightened her clothes. Her skirt and halter jingled as she adjusted them, and I had a hard time concentrating on anything other than the sight of Nephket.

“Just the one who can see me,” I said.

She laughed at that and left the room. Nephket’s hips swayed with every step, and the coins on her clothes sparkled in the torchlight.

I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to be cavorting with my priestess, but I didn’t really care. We were meant for each other. The next time we were alone...

But there wasn’t time for that.

By the end of the day, the stones were soaked with blood, and my sarcophagus was full of loot we’d taken from the fallen raiders. The wahket had downed four full groups of raiders and stacked close to two thousand gold pieces’ worth of gear in my tomb. I wasn’t sure what to do with all those weapons and pieces of armor, but I had a few ideas. 

I’d also accumulated nine more ka from the groups we’d taken out. Added to the two ka I’d spent on scorpions, that brought my total earned ka to eleven.

“Congratulations,” a deep voice murmured in my ear. “Welcome to Level Two, dungeon lord.”

My eyes darted around the room, and I whipped my head around in search of the speaker. There was no one else in my chamber.

“What the hell?” I grumbled.

Maybe this really was all some bizarre video game. I didn’t know how that was possible, but the role-playing mechanics were far too pronounced for it to be anything else.

Then again, there were beautiful cat women all around me. 

Maybe this was nerd heaven?

After the rest of the wahket had returned to their homes, Neph stayed with me in my burial chamber.

“You look different,” she said as she removed my headdress and raked her fingers through my hair.

“I am different,” I said. “You’re looking at a second-level dungeon lord. It’s a big day for me. I was kind of hoping for a cake.”

She giggled at that and climbed into my lap. She dangled her legs over the throne’s arm and snuggled up close to my chest.

“It’s exhausting to be this excited for so long.” She illustrated her point with a wide yawn. “I’m not doing any of the fighting, and I’m beat. I bet the wahket will sleep like babies tonight.”

“I hope so. They deserve the rest,” I said. “They did good work.”

“There’ll be more tomorrow,” she said. “I might bring in a new set to pull the ropes, keep them fresh. What do you think?”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “We’re not doing rocket science here. It shouldn’t be difficult to train the rest of them to trip the trap.”

“What will you be doing while the rest of us are sleeping?” Nephket asked. “I could stay, if you like.”

I would’ve liked that very much. But I didn’t have the time to spare, and I didn’t want Nephket to give up sleep to be with me. She’d burn herself out like that, and I needed her fresh. There’d be time for everything else once we had sent the raiders packing. 

Plus, the dungeon was my lair. Nephket and the rest of the wahket were welcome to visit and work here, but this was no place for them to live. The cat women deserved to be on the surface for at least some of the day.

“I’m going to get help for the rest of you,” I said. “I think I have enough ka for that.”

“New monsters?” Nephket asked.

“Oh, yes,” I said with a sly grin. 

***
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Chapter 7: Maneater
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AFTER NEPH HAD GONE home and I was alone in my dungeon once again, I leaned back in the cobra throne and readied myself for a deep dive into the subtle art of summoning ferocious monsters. If I wanted to go after more experienced treasure hunters, I needed to understand all of my options.

I called forth the Tablet of Guardians and reviewed the list of creatures available to me. It had expanded significantly now that I had gained a level and racked up more than a couple motes of ka. 

The new list had some fancy new options. Rather than just the monster names and their challenge rating, the Tablet of Guardians also showed me each monster’s encounter difficulty level, and it let me adjust the number of monsters I wanted to summon.

I tapped a monster at random, the oddly named bearded devil, and the tablet showed me that a single one of these creatures had a challenge rating of three, would cost me an investment of six motes of ka, and would be a hard encounter for a party of four second-level raiders. A quick adjustment to the party level shifted the encounter difficulty to “Deadly+plus” for first-level raiders, while it was only a moderate encounter difficulty for third-level raiders.

I pondered this new information and considered my options. Investing ka into weaker monsters would give me a swarm of defenders, but at this low level they’d be useless before long. A first-level group of guardians could probably hold off a second-level raiding party, but against third-level adventurers things looked bleak.

On the other hand, a level-three guardian was expensive, and it was just one monster. If clever raiders managed to get around the big boy, they’d have a clear shot at my core.

I turned my attention back to the Tablet of Guardians and frowned at the expansive list of monsters. With so many new critters at my disposal, I worried it would take hours for me to review them all. If this was a problem at second level, at higher levels it would make finding the right guardian impossible. There had to be a better way to do this.

I’d gotten here by being a hacker. Maybe those skills would pay off now that I was a dungeon lord, too. What would Hacker Jesus do with a giant pile of data that needed to be analyzed?

I concentrated on the tablet and thought, “Sort by encounter difficulty.”

The golden hieroglyphics blurred, shifted, and reformed themselves under four tidy group headings: Easy, Moderate, Hard, and Deadly. Next to each group heading was its cost. An easy encounter in a second-level dungeon would cost me two motes of ka, moderate four motes, hard six motes, and deadly would eat up a whopping eight motes of ka.

These new groups also made it easy to see that I could combine multiple different creatures into a single group of guardians. That expanded my options tremendously, but I wasn’t ready to tackle that much complexity just yet.

My current guardians, the scorpions, did a great job softening up the raiders and making them easy prey for the other tricks I had in store. The wahket had proved quite adept at triggering the trap to finish off the raiders. But as my dungeon level increased, it would attract more experienced raiders who’d come with powers and magic of their own. The simple one-two punch that had taken out the first-level chumps might not be as effective at dealing with those who had more levels under their belts.

I decided the best option was to invest in a single badass monster. A deadly encounter at second level would still pose a hard challenge for a third-level party and would be an average encounter for a group of fourth-level raiders. And I could always add a few smaller monsters later to help bolster the new kid. 

For the moment, my swarm of scorpions could run interference if the raiders outmaneuvered the big bad, and the wahket could help distract or redirect intruders until the tougher critter could circle around and deal with the raiders. It wasn’t the most elegant plan, but I didn’t have time to dick around. In eight hours, there’d be another set of bad guys banging on my door.

I needed to be ready to murderize them.

There were a bunch of intriguing monsters under the Deadly encounter heading. Banshees, a black ooze, something called a shadow demon, and even a few devils all apparently presented a real challenge for raiders. There were others, too, but none that really caught my eye. 

I wanted something unique, a cornerstone monster I could build the rest of my dungeon around. I focused my attention on each of the guardian names in turn, and then stopped and blinked.

The word “unique” sat at the very bottom of the tablet, just beneath “succubus.” Had that always been there? Maybe I’d just missed it when I skimmed the list the first time. I shook my head and tapped that option with my fingertip.

A cool mist formed around my throne, and the tablet vanished from my hands. In fact, the whole damned burial chamber had disappeared. All I could see were swirling white vapors that raced across a shadowed plane ahead of a chill wind.

“This place needs an owner’s manual,” I grumbled. 

When nothing else happened for a few moments, I stood from my throne and took a step forward. I glanced back over my shoulder. The throne remained where I’d left it, and the orb in the cobra’s jaws gleamed like a lighthouse beacon.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s find a monster.”

I headed out from the throne with a determined stride. For the first few minutes I checked over my shoulder every ten seconds but was reassured each time when I saw the core’s light still gleamed as bright and clear as the North Star on a moonless night. Confident I could find my way back without trouble, I picked up the pace and scanned the horizon for signs of monsters.

Landmarks finally emerged from the surrounding mist. In the distance ahead of me, a rocky outcrop rose from the shadowed plane like a giant’s upraised middle finger. Off to my right I spotted the edges of a wide thicket and thought I saw the small black shadows of birds hop from branch to branch. Far to my left lay a grove of skeletal trees with their naked branches raised toward the sky like clawed hands. None of those three looked at all inviting, but they did look like they’d hold a good selection of badass monsters I could use to stock my dungeon.

I headed off to my right and the dark thicket with its crown of birds. The shadows turned out to be ravens that cawed and croaked like drunken hecklers as I approached them. Their beady black eyes glinted like orbs of polished steel and stayed glued to me as if they couldn’t decide whether I’d make a tasty meal or not.

By the time I reached the thicket’s edge, the number of birds had tripled. They were also far larger than any other ravens I’d seen, and loud as hell. Their racket made it hard to think, which I supposed was their purpose.

As much of a distraction as they were, though, a bunch of noisy birds didn’t seem like a deadly threat. Maybe the big boss bird was deeper inside the thicket.

I marched up to the edge of the thorny bushes, and the brambles parted before me like the Red Sea vamoosing out of Moses’s way. The ravens croaked and squirted sticky streams of ghostly white shit onto the ground beside the trail as the bushes shifted beneath them.

“Piss off,” I grunted. “I’m the boss here, you overgrown parakeets. You poop on my sandals, I’ll roast you for dinner.”

The overgrown corvids went silent at the threat, and a smug grin spread across my face. It was good to know being a dungeon lord carried some weight even in this weird place.

The passage between the bushes led me to the thicket’s overgrown center. A single blackened tree, its red-leafed branches covered in normal-sized ravens, crouched in the clearing. The air smelled like old blood and damp rot, and an unpleasantly chill wind stirred the leaves above me.

“All right,” I said. “Enough of this bargain-basement Halloween bullshit. Where’s the real monster?”

The ravens unleashed a hellish racket as they dove from the tree limbs. The flock crashed into the ground in a spray of feathers and black blood that filled the air with a dense cloud of gore. A whirlwind sprang to life and whipped the carnage into a churning spiral that reeked of death and decay and made me wish I’d picked a different path.

A man’s creaky, raw voice emanated from the whirlwind of bird corpses. “I am the one you seek.” 

The man himself emerged from the twister of corpses a moment later, and the wind died. He was tall, but scrawny, and wore a skull that had to have come from a bird much bigger than even the ravens who’d just suicide-bombed the ground. He was naked to the waist save for a cloak of black feathers pinned to the flesh of his shoulders by a pair of iron clasps. His pants were tanned leather of some sort, and someone had spent a lot of time stamping intricate designs into their thigh panels.

“You are?” I asked him. “Why would I pick an old man to guard my dungeon?”

“I am not old, I am ancient,” he croaked. “And I have at my disposal a conspiracy of shadow ravens who can spy upon your enemies and deliver messages to your allies.”

“Yeah, I’m not so sure that’ll be useful,” I said. “My allies are pretty limited, and my enemies keep showing up on my doorstep spoiling for a fight. Do you kick ass?”

“My ravens and I can confuse and bewilder your enemies,” the bird man said, but I’d already lost interest. Pinchy and her pals handled confused and bewildered just fine on their own.

“Save your breath,” I said. “Maybe I’ll sign you up later, when I have more territory I need to keep an eye on. For now, though, I want a fighter. You know any?”

Bird Boy was clearly miffed I didn’t pick him, and he sniffed at my question before he broke apart into a cloud of ravens that flew back up into the trees. They squawked and made themselves generally obnoxious, and I flipped them off.

“Fine, be an asshole,” I said.

“Wait—” he called after me as I headed off in search of another monster.

I left the thicket, annoyed that I’d wasted time, but I made a mental note to check back here if I ever needed messengers or spies. One thing I learned as a hacker was that it never paid to throw away tools you might need later.

I marched toward the stone outcropping next, my fingers crossed that this monster would be more effective than a bunch of whiny birds. Other hazy landmarks had begun to appear beyond those I’d first seen, but I ignored them for the moment. I didn’t have all the time in the world to hare off after every new shadow that popped up. If these three didn’t turn up anything good, I’d go farther afield.

The smell of roasting meat greeted me long before I reached the stone finger. Was that beef or pork I smelled? I couldn’t tell, but it annoyed me either way. Now that I couldn’t eat, everything smelled so damned good I seriously considered how much ka it would cost for me to incarnate just long enough to eat a meal. 

Let’s say twenty minutes to wolf down a steak and a giant baked potato loaded with sour cream, cheddar cheese, and chives. At ten ka per minute, I’d need two hundred ka to finish the meal. Even if I didn’t chew, it’d still take at least ten minutes for a halfway decent meal, and that’d cost me a hundred ka. A party of second-level raiders earned me three ka. Best-case scenario, I’d have to murder one hundred and thirty-odd people to enjoy a steak.

Dammit.

“Who dares to approach the war camp of Gnawskull Bloodhammer?” a gruff voice called just before I reached the stone finger’s base.

“Clay,” I called back. “Your friendly neighborhood dungeon lord.”

An enormous warrior emerged from around the stone with the haunch of some beast clutched in his oversized fist. Molten fat drizzled onto the rocks at the monster’s boots, and the aroma made me want to slaughter him then and there.

“A dungeon lord?” he asked. “I don’t remember asking to work for anyone.”

“I don’t remember you getting a choice,” I barked back. “Come down here and let me get a look at you.”

The big boy took a bite from his roast beast, chewed thoughtfully, and then shrugged. He clambered down the incline around the stone finger and walked right up to me.

I was tall, but this guy was seven and a half feet if he was an inch. His shoulders were broad and muscled like the hero in a Frazetta painting, and his skin was a gray-green color that reminded me of a moldy lime. Fangs jutted from his underslung bottom jaw, and his eyes narrowed into slits as he surveyed me. He had an upturned, piggish snout that snuffled the air and leaked a pair of oozing snot lines that killed my appetite. He looked an awful lot like the asshole who’d dragged me out of bed and started this whole business.

[[[Gnawskull Bloodhammer, Orc Warchief, Challenge Rating: 4, 90 Hit Points]]]

“You’re only level two,” he noted. “My challenge rating is four. Are you even qualified to recruit me?”

“I’ll recruit whoever I want,” I said. “If I’ve got the ka, and you’ve got what I need, there’s nothing stopping me from bringing you on board.”

Despite this guy’s attitude, he was a certifiable badass. His hit points would soak up plenty of damage from raiders, and he looked strong enough to crack their heads in return. 

The orc ripped off another mouthful of beast meat that was raw in the middle and charred black on its edges. He gulped his food down without a second to chew. Grease dribbled off his chin and onto his naked chest where it joined the remnants of previous meals. From the look of him, this guy spent most of his time eating and the rest of it pumping iron.

“I can fight better than anyone you’ll find at your level,” he said. “I’m also happy to eat whatever I kill. But I need a steady supply of lady flesh to keep my morale up.”

“That’s a pretty big ask,” I said. “How about I throw some gold your way instead?”

“What would I do with gold in your shitty little dungeon?” he asked. “Nah, just bring in a few fine-looking women every month and let me do my thing.”

I considered what the orc was offering and what he was asking. He looked like a bigger version of the Inkolana assholes who’d kidnapped me, so I had no doubt he could handle himself in a fight. He’d carve a path of destruction through low-level adventurers like a fat kid plowing through a bucket of Halloween candy. 

But the idea of turning any woman, even that bitch dark elf Kezakazek, over to this orc did not sit well with me. Even if I could find someone willing to do the dirty with this ugly bastard, she probably wouldn’t survive the process.

I wanted to protect my dungeon and the wahket, and I didn’t get the feeling that the bastard would be able to do both jobs. If he saw any of the cat women, he’d try something stupid, and then I’d have to banish him or kill him or whatever dungeon lords did to obnoxious pieces of shit who couldn’t follow the rules.

“Hard pass,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “I don’t need you that much.”

I turned and walked away, and the orc took another big bite of his meal. As I descended the incline and started my trek toward the tree on the horizon, his hateful eyes burned holes in the back of my neck.

Whatever.

Before the smell of the roasting meat had vanished from my memory, I reached the last of the landmarks. I crossed my fingers and hoped whatever hid near the big dead tree would be my dream monster date.

The landmark turned out to be a whole ring of dead trees. They were all tall and leafless, but I couldn’t see any evidence of rot in the wood. The ground was covered with a thin layer of dry leaves that crackled and crunched under my feet with every step I took toward the grove’s center. Maybe it was just autumn here.

Wherever the hell here was.

“Hey, Guardian, I don’t have time to play hide-and-seek with you,” I called out when I’d reached the middle of the circle. “Come on out and let’s have a chat. I don’t bite. I promise.”

Something stirred under the leaves ahead of me. It scuttled around in a circle, but all I could see of it was a raised mole trail of dead leaves and gray dirt left in its wake. I turned to keep it in sight, and when it completed the circle and reached its starting point it went still.

“What do you want of me?” a woman’s suspicious voice asked. She sounded young, mid-twenties maybe.

“I’m a dungeon lord. Name’s Clay. I’m recruiting dungeon guardians,” I said. “You’re next on my interview list.”

A tittering laugh emerged from beneath the mound of leaves.

“I am Zillah, Death’s Shadow,” she said. “You dare to come before me?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Let’s see what you’re working with.”

A sudden flurry of agitated movement kicked up the leaves all around me. For a moment, I couldn’t see anything through the veil of dead foliage, and then a shadowed figure burst through the leaves and thrust her face into mine.

I stepped backward, and my khopesh appeared in my hand as I reacted to the sudden threat.

The woman who faced me wasn’t as tall as I was, but she looked far fiercer than the orc I’d turned my back on. She had a mane of golden hair tied up into a high ponytail with a leather cord. Her eyes were blazing sparks of sapphire blue that glowed with a fierce inner fire. The nub of her nose sat above a wide mouth framed by lush, dark lips and filled with even, white teeth that looked like they could bite through steel.

She wore no clothes, but bands of chitin crisscrossed her breasts and groin like the skinniest, sexiest built-in bikini. Another band of chitin covered her left forearm like a narrow shield, and she clutched a massive forked spear in her right fist.

But her most striking feature was the enormous scorpion’s tail that jutted from her back and thrashed behind her. A half-dozen spiked, chitinous legs supported her deadly appendage, and its needle-sharp tip dripped something sticky and green.

“Hey,” I shouted in surprise. “You’re the scorpion lady from the engraving in my tomb!”

Her sapphire eyes narrowed, and her ponytail whipped from side to side as she shook her head.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she snapped. “And you do not look like a dungeon lord I wish to serve.”

“What is it with all you monsters being so uppity?” I asked. “I’ve got ka to spend. You don’t get a choice in the matter.”

“I am no common monster,” Zillah snapped. “I am a named creature with a will of my own. You may attempt to summon me to your dungeon, but there is no guarantee it will work. Then you will have wasted all that ka for nothing.”

What the hell? There was a lot more to this unique monster business than I knew, and I needed to figure it out, fast, before I burned up all of my ka on a fool’s errand.

“But it will definitely work if you want to serve me?” I asked.

“If I wanted such a thing, of course,” Zillah said. “But what makes you think you can make me want you?”

This was turning into the worst Tinder date ever.

“I can offer you a steady diet of raiders,” I said. “And a cut of the treasure we loot from them. Gems, jewels, other shiny stuff. Interested?”

“Intrigued,” she admitted. She braced herself on her forked spear and leaned forward. I’d never seen a woman like this before, but I certainly liked what I saw of this one. “But I can’t serve a dungeon lord who can’t best me. I do not wish to carry my master. It would be unseemly.”

I raised my khopesh and wiggled my eyebrows.

“You sure about that?” I asked. “Because this sword cuts through people like nobody’s business.”

“Is that a challenge?” Zillah asked. “Because I’m more than game if you are. Choose wisely, dungeon lord. I will not go easy on you. I hunger.”

I eyeballed the sexy scorpion girl as I weighed her words. She was a little over five feet tall, but that tail looked like it had an effective reach of at least fifteen feet in every direction. And while her body wasn’t covered in bulging muscles, she looked plenty strong enough to shove that forked spear of hers right through my gut.

And I didn’t think I was disincarnated here. Wherever here was.

[[[Zillah, Death’s Shadow; Scorpion Queen; Challenge Rating: 4, 30 Hit Points]]

Her challenge rating was twice as high as my dungeon’s level, but I was a dungeon lord. Maybe that gave me some kind of bonus.

I was also tired of walking around. The orc was a total no-go, and Raven Boy wasn’t any use. Zillah was worth a shot.

“Sure,” I said. There was only one way to find out if this would work. “It’s a chall—”

Zillah’s tail whipped through the air so fast I swear I heard it break the sound barrier. The venomous stinger plunged toward my chest like a deadly stroke of lightning. If it hit me, I had no doubt I’d be one dead dungeon lord.

The Crypt Crown’s magical ward, however, had a different idea about how this would shake out.

The barbed tip of Zillah’s tail bounced off my mystical protection, and she unleashed a stream of profanity in a language I didn’t understand.

“Nice try,” I said. “I guess you’re not as badass as you thought. If you’ll sign on the dotted line, we can go back to my place and—”

The legs that supported Zillah’s tail scrambled through the dead leaves, and she vanished beneath the earth. Her mole trail circled around me for an attack from my rear.

I’d been expecting that, though, and threw myself forward as her spear punched through the space I’d just left. At the end of her thrust the spear’s forks snapped together with a loud metallic clang and sent a shower of sparks into the air.

“That looks like it might sting.” I raised my khopesh into a defensive posture. “But you’ll have to be faster than that to catch me.”

I feinted with my hooked sword’s heavy, piercing tip, and Zillah deftly sidled out of my reach. The length of her spear and tail gave her an advantage I couldn’t let her exploit, and I took a quick step forward to close the distance between us.

“Very nice footwork,” she said. But she’d already stepped back to open up the range again. I just wasn’t fast enough to keep up with her.

“We’re really going to keep doing this?” I asked in the vain hope that she’d be so impressed by my willingness to fight that she’d join my side without any messy bloodshed.

“We’ll keep at it until one of us is defeated,” she said with a mirthless grin. “And I’m fairly certain I know who that will be.”

She darted forward and stabbed at me with the spear. I deflected the blow with a swipe of my khopesh, but as the forks shot past my left side, Zillah’s tail came around in a sideswipe aimed at the back of my right shoulder.

There was no way to block that attack with my khopesh, because it was on the wrong side of my body after parrying her spear thrust. I couldn’t dodge backward, because her tail was behind me. Forward would probably just end up with her spear in my gut.

That only left one option, and I took it. I dropped to the leaves and rolled off to one side. 

Zillah’s tail whipcracked through the air above me and then rose above her head in preparation to strike again. She raised her spear to shoulder height to ready it for an impaling strike.

“Have it your way,” I said as I somersaulted back and popped up to my feet. I’d always tried to keep myself in shape, because I’d seen far too many hackers who let themselves go and ended up as loaded sacks of protoplasm smeared with Cheeto dust. All that time in the gym and sparring in my MMA class had helped keep me fit, but that didn’t explain my agility or fighting skills now. I might not have been a warrior up to Zillah’s standards, but Earth Clay would’ve been dead on that first strike.

Being a dungeon lord clearly had benefits.

I held my khopesh at the ready and waited for Zillah’s next attack. If I couldn’t get in close to her, I needed to convince her to make a mistake.

“This has been fun, but I don’t want to waste any more of my time,” I said. “Why don’t you give up before I get mad?”

Zillah laughed and launched a flurry of attacks at me. I deflected her first spear thrust with a circular swipe of my khopesh that brought it back up into a guard position after I’d parried. Her tail came in for a quick sting, but I sidestepped the attack and slapped the appendage away with the flat of my blade.

I could’ve carved it off with that defensive swipe if I’d wanted to, but I held back. Hurting Zillah wasn’t what I was here for. I needed her in fighting shape, not crippled. It was really too bad for me that she didn’t see things the same way.

“Was that mercy I just saw?” Zillah chuckled. “There is no place for that here, dungeon lord.”

Yep, she would definitely kill me if she had the chance.

She came at with everything she had. Her spear darted and dove at me like a hunting hawk, and I had to scramble back and flail wildly with my own weapon to keep the forks away from my heart and its butt end from sweeping my legs out from under me. Her tail arced over us and slammed down into the dead leaves again and again like the hammering needle of a sewing machine on overdrive.

I darted left and right to evade the tail and swept the spear’s attacks aside with my khopesh. I could defend myself, but Zillah left no room for attacks. If I dropped my defenses for even a moment, I’d catch a fatal blow from one of her deadly weapons. I needed a new plan.

Her spear came at my middle. I hooked its haft with my khopesh and whipped it far off to my left side. That gave me a moment’s breathing room, and I used it to dance back from the center of the grove and open up more space between us. Getting in close no longer seemed like a great plan. 

Plan B was to stay away from that damned tail before she turned me into a poisoned pincushion.

“A dungeon lord should never run from a foe,” Zillah said. She clucked her tongue and shook her head as if the very idea was shameful.

“Did you ever consider that I’m not running?” I said. “Or that the only reason you aren’t already dead is because I want you in one piece?”

I’d almost reached the edge of the grove of dead trees by then. I kept an eye on the scorpion woman, who seemed content to taunt me from a distance.

“You did challenge me to a duel,” she said. She puffed out her plump lower lip in a disappointed little pout. “You haven’t changed your mind about that, have you?”

While I had a moment to breathe without Zillah trying to stab my heart out of my chest, I considered my dilemma.

Sure, I’d challenged Zillah to a duel to convince her I was worthy to be her dungeon lord. She could have rejected that challenge, but instead she’d come on so hard I’d been sure she wanted to kill me.

But what if this was something different?

Maybe she wanted to show me how tough she was, how hard she’d fight for a dungeon lord who deserved her loyalty. Maybe she fought like a maniac because she was sure I’d kill her if she didn’t.

“Nah,” I said. I tried to be nonchalant, but it was a hard thing to manage with a deadly scorpion woman ready to kill me. “But maybe you should have given me a second to define the victory conditions of the challenge before you tried to murder me.”

The scorpion woman considered my words, and I swear I saw the first hints of a blush color her cheeks. 

“That’s,” she started, then stopped and furrowed her eyebrows. Honestly, it was an adorable expression on her. “You have a point. I assumed your challenge would be to the death, given my previous interactions with a dungeon lord. What was your intent?”

“Neither of us benefits from murdering the other,” I said. “If I kill you before you’re one of my guardians, you’re just a lump of lifeless meat, and that’ll suck. If you got extremely lucky and killed me, then you’ll still be here in this dead grove, alone, waiting for the next chump to come along and try to impress you.”

Zillah raised an eyebrow at that, and I knew I had her attention.

“First blood,” I said. “That’s the challenge. The first one of us to draw blood wins.”

“I accept,” the scorpion woman said.

Her words were so calm, so measured that it took me a split second to realize she’d gone on the attack. She leaped through the air and lashed her tail at me like a bullwhip.

My crown’s magical aura turned Zillah’s tail aside at the last possible instant. There was an audible crack as her stinger slammed into the supernatural armor, and I felt the impact in my bones. 

Zillah’s charge carried her past me, and her insectile legs kicked up leaves as she skidded to a stop. She turned to face me with a dismissive snort, and I saw how I could end this.

“Very good.” I stifled a fake yawn. “Flashy attacks, a lot of ferocity, good enough to take out some raiders, but not enough to draw blood from a dungeon lord. What else have you got?”

My sarcasm worked a little better than I’d expected, and Zillah came at me with a steely glint in her eyes.

Her spear’s first thrust missed me by inches, and the follow-through butt stroke clipped my shoulder with bruising force.

I rolled with the attack, and its force shoved me back toward the edge of the grove. I kept right on moving and turned a full circle with my khopesh in the air before me to deflect any incoming attacks. It was a desperate move, but it was the only play I could make.

My back slammed into one of the dead trees, and the impact shook the last few dead leaves from its branches. As they fluttered down around me like autumn’s tears, Zillah snarled and came to finish our duel.

The scorpion queen leaped forward and stabbed straight at my gut with her tail. A high-pitched howl erupted from her lips, and victory flared in her eyes. She was sure her strike couldn’t miss. With my back against the tree, there was no space for me to retreat.

She’d won.

But I could jump too, and I did. I caught a dead branch and hoisted myself up in the split second before I became a poison shish kebab.

Zillah’s stinger impaled the tree with impressive force. The ancient trunk groaned, and chips of wood flew in every direction. The barbed spike sank into the tree all the way up to the tail’s bulbous venom sac. 

She tried to tear her tail free from the ancient wood, but it wouldn’t budge from the ancient trunk’s grasp.

“Come down here!” Zillah shouted. “This fight isn’t over!”

It took me a moment to find a part of the tree limb that wasn’t covered with black thorns, but once I did I dangled my legs over the branch and shrugged.

“Not yet,” I said. “Why are you being such a hard-ass about working for me?”

“I wanted to be sure you are worthy of my service,” Zillah said. “The last dungeon lord I worked for was weak and craven. His dungeon design was terrible, and raiders killed me again and again. I hated it.”

“I totally understand that,” I said. “Getting killed doesn’t sound like a lot of fun. But I’m not that guy, and I was smart enough that you couldn’t kill me. In fact—”

I dropped off the tree limb and landed next to the scorpion woman on her left side. She couldn’t stab me with her tail, and she couldn’t reach me with her spear on that side.

“Boop the snoot,” I said, and kissed her right on the nose.

Her eyes went wide with shock, and she spluttered in dismay.

“What did you just—”

“I won.” I held up the thorn I’d plucked from the tree limb before I’d dropped down. 

A single drop of ruby red blood glistened on the wooden spike’s tip.

“What—how did you—” Zillah stammered.

“Not every fight is about speed or strength,” I said. “While you were confused about the kiss, I pricked your ear with this. You didn’t even notice.”

“You tricked me,” she said. She pouted so hard I was afraid she might strain something.

“I did,” I said. “But I still won, right?”

She mumbled something.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Fine. You beat me. The challenge was first blood, and you drew it. Though it was such an insignificant wound I didn’t even notice it.”

“Great,” I said. “But I think I’m going to leave you stuck like that while we finalize this arrangement. I’d rather not get stung by a giant scorpion girl.”

“What do they call you?” she asked. “I don’t deal with people without names.”

“I’m Clay,” I said. “Uh, some call me Lord Rathokhetra, but I prefer Dungeon Lord of the Kahtsinka Oasis Tomb.”

“What kind of name is Clay?” she asked.

“It’s just as good as Zillah,” I said. “Will you come work in my dungeon? I promise you a lot of raiders to kill and a decent cut of the treasure. I also solemnly swear you won’t have to get unnecessarily stabbed, beaten, or mutilated. I’ve actually got a pretty cool dungeon, and I plan on keeping it that way.”

“You won’t tell anyone?” the scorpion queen asked.

“Tell anyone what?”

“About this,” she said. “About the challenge.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll tell everyone we came to an agreement without a fight. We’ll both look better that way.”

“Thank you,” she said. For the first time she looked like a human. A very attractive human. If I didn’t look too closely at the tail, she was insanely hot.

“Welcome to the team,” I said. 

A sudden draining sensation coursed through my veins, and I glanced down at my forearm. Eight of the motes went dark and vanished, but that was all right. Zillah was worth the cost. The raiders would never know what hit them.

“Oh,” Zillah said in a surprised voice.

I looked up from my arm and saw that we’d returned to my burial chamber. It was a tight fit with Zillah’s tail and spear, and we had to stand so close our nearly naked bodies had no choice but to touch.

“Um, yeah,” I said. “Let me show you the lair I have for you.”

I squeezed past Zillah to reach the alcove and its exit, and we brushed up against each other a little more vigorously than absolutely necessary in the process. She didn’t pull back from me, and I saw an appraising look in her eyes as I passed by.

Well, this was going to be interesting.

She followed me out of the burial chamber, and we made our way to the treasure vault to the north. Zillah studied the empty stone room with a raised eyebrow.

“No bed?” she asked. “I had a bed in my grove. It was nice and soft.”

“You did not,” I said. “I was there, remember? It was a big pile of dead leaves.”

“Yes, well,” Zillah said, “but I wanted a bed.”

“Then a bed you shall have,” I said.

I tried to imagine the sort of bed that would fit Zillah and settled on a large mattress atop a low platform. Instead of fitted sheets, she’d need loose furs and blankets that she could pile over her body or tail as she needed. I summoned the Tablet of Transformation and saw a couple of new options were available to me since I’d reached second level. I had to remember to take a closer look at them when I wasn’t otherwise preoccupied with a beautiful scorpion woman who wanted me to make a bed for her.

I sketched a picture of the bed on the tablet’s golden surface. I transformed one of the greataxes to pay for the new bed, and it vanished off the list of treasures on the right side of the tablet.

Zillah clapped her hands and pointed excitedly at her new furniture.

“That’s perfect!” she shouted. She pounced onto the bed, and its frame groaned as she burrowed beneath the loose furs. She pulled the blanket over her head, then peered at me from beneath its edge. 

“Welcome to my lair, dungeon lord,” she said. “Come closer. I wish to show you something.”

I laughed and walked over to the bed. I’d positioned it against the far western wall, giving Zillah some privacy from those passing by the entrances to her room and providing her with a good spot from which to launch an ambush. I considered adding doors to the room but decided against it. I didn’t want anything to deter raiders from coming into this room.

“What did you want to show me?” I asked.

Zillah’s hands shot out from beneath the edge of the blanket and wrapped tightly around my waist. She pulled me forward as her tail flung the blanket up and over our heads, and velvety darkness descended around us.

“My happiness,” she whispered. She bit my lip just on the right side of drawing blood and flicked the tip of her tongue across mine. “I think I’ll be very happy here.”

Zillah leaned back onto her tail and hooked her human legs around my waist. She wrapped the fingers of her left hand around the back of my neck and pulled her face close to mine. Her other hand clawed lightly at my back, and she moaned hungrily as she kissed me again.

I wondered what dungeon lord HR would say about this.

“Hey,” I said pulling back slightly. I brushed a loose strand of hair back over her ear and hooked one arm around her waist. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I want to,” she said. Her voice was raw-edged with a primal need. “I have been in that cold, dead place for far too long. I want to be warm again.”

We kissed again, and the last barriers between us fell. We twisted and writhed and pulled at one another until I couldn’t tell where one of us ended and the other began. We went at each other like savage beasts, on and on until dawn approached, and Zillah finally curled up next to me and faded off to sleep.

I stayed with the sleeping scorpion queen for an hour, then left her on the bed, a faint smile on her lips. I returned to my burial chamber and felt good. Energized. I was ready to make plans for the day ahead.

I should have known everything was about to go to shit.

Nephket entered the tomb just after dawn on a whirlwind of fear and anger. I felt her thoughts as clearly as I’d felt Zillah pressed up against me and flew off the cobra throne to meet her in the audience chamber.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The Raiders Guild,” she gasped. 

Nephket struggled to catch her breath, and I clasped both hands to her shoulders to steady her. 

“Slow down,” I said. “Breathe, then talk.”

She gulped a few lungfuls of air, then started again.

“The Guild interrogated the elf with the mohawk after their healers healed him,” she sobbed. “They’re sending guards up to block the entrance to the tomb.”

She stared at me, her eyes filled with tears.

“They’ll be here soon,” she said. “We’re trapped.”
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Chapter 8: War Council
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NEPHKET WAS SO SHAKY and terrified, it took me almost a minute to calm her down enough to get more details out of her. While I soothed my familiar’s nerves, I reached out to Pinchy to make sure there weren’t any raiders on the dungeon’s doorstep. Fortunately, the only vibrations my favorite scorpion felt belonged to our group.

Pinchy couldn’t talk, but she was able to communicate in her own way. The scorpion made it clear she would warn me long before any enemies got near. She seemed almost possessive of the dungeon, and I found her attitude comforting. It’s good to know someone’s got your back. 

Nephket’s distress, on the other hand, was anything but.

“Slow down.” I pulled my familiar into a tight embrace. She burrowed her face into my shoulder and clung to me like a drowning woman holding on to a life vest. After a few minutes, her wracking sobs subsided, and I thought she was ready to tell me the rest of the story. “What happened?”

“Some wahket have pretended to be friendly with the raiders since the hateful beasts arrived at the oasis,” Nephket said with a shaky sob. “Mostly my people just talked with the raiders, plied them with drinks to get gossip and find out what the Guild was up to.”

“That’s good thinking,” I said appreciatively. “Did they hear something new?”

“There was a lot of commotion early this morning,” Nephket said. “The elf with the mohawk, he’s the one who tipped off the Guild that something was strange about your dungeon. He’s a coward, and his recall amulet was set to pull him out after he’d suffered far less severe wounds than most raiders. That’s how the healers got him back on his feet so fast. He told the Guild everything.”

I was really starting to hate elves.

“What, exactly, did he tell them?” I asked. “He couldn’t have seen much before he popped out of here with his tail between his legs.”

Nephket gave me a squeeze and then stepped back to wipe the tears from her eyes and straighten her clothes. She took a deep breath and paced in front of my throne to burn off the nervous energy that coursed through her veins.

“He told them this place has a dungeon lord,” she said with an angry snort. “I think he guessed that part, because you were in the burial chamber and he never reached that section of the dungeon, but the Guild believed him. They issued an edict that barred all raiders from your tomb until further notice.”

“All right, so we won’t be getting any more fresh meat,” I said. “Or at least the Guild doesn’t think we will. Didn’t they already ban anyone else from coming up here after I kicked that dark elf’s ass? Because we certainly didn’t have any trouble convincing a bunch of those punks to break the rules for a shot at some gold and gems.”

“This time, they’re enforcing the ban on further raids with guards,” Nephket explained.

That sucked. I’d counted on a stream of ka from morons to strengthen my dungeon for Kezakazek’s inevitable return for vengeance, and now that cowardly elf had taken that off the table. 

I did already have a boss monster, something Nephket didn’t know about yet, which would be a challenge for even a more advanced set of raiders. Zillah was a deadly encounter for a level-two raiding party, and she’d still pose a decent threat to even a level-four group of treasure hunters. From what I’d seen of the raiders, I was confident Zillah and the scorpions would be able to hold off anything the Guild could throw at us on short notice. It wouldn’t be easy, but they could do it.

“We’ll just have to make do with what we have,” I said. “Tell the wahket to stay at home. I don’t want them getting mixed up in this. It might be a good idea to send them away—”

Nephket interrupted me with a deep breath. She tilted her head back and wrinkled her nose. She leaned close to me and sniffed at the hollow of my throat.

“What is that smell?” the priestess asked. Her nose crinkled again, and her eyes narrowed as she concentrated on the scent. “Did you get more scorpions?”

“There’s something I want to show you,” I said. Nephket followed me to the formerly empty treasure vault.

“What is that?” Nephket jabbed her finger toward the fur-covered bed in the corner of the room.

“My new boss monster,” I said. 

My thoughts brushed against Zillah’s slumbering mind, and she came awake almost instantly. Her tail flung the pile of furs to the foot of the bed, and she reared up and stretched her arms wide. A tremendous yawn escaped from the scorpion queen, and she wiped the sleep from her eyes with the back of one hand. 

“Is it morning already?” she groaned. “I don’t feel like I slept at all.”

Nephket stared at Zillah for a moment, took a deep breath, and then looked back at me.

“That’s what you did last night?” she asked.

“You bet he did,” Zillah said with a smirk. “Are you one of his recruits, too?”

The scorpion woman jumped out of her bed and bounded across the floor to Nephket. For a moment, I was sure Zillah would kill Nephket. Then she crashed into the priestess, threw her arms around her, and squeezed Neph so tight she couldn’t catch a breath.

“He’s a pretty decent dungeon lord,” Zillah said. “You’ll like him. Did he make you a bed, too? Did he—”

Nephket looked startled and a little amused. She tried to pull away from Zillah, but the scorpion queen kept right on chattering and didn’t seem interested in releasing her hug.

“There are so many things we can learn from each other,” Zillah said. “I was stuck in that grove for ages. My last dungeon lord, he was awful. You know many times I died? Let me show you.”

Zillah stretched one arm over her head and pointed at a tiny scar just above her left breast with the other. 

“I got this one when—”

“We’re under a bit of a time crunch,” I said to Zillah. “The Raiders Guild has it in for us.”

Zillah groaned and released her hold on Nephket. She leaned forward and planted a more-than-just-friends sort of kiss on the cat woman’s cheek.

“We’re not done talking,” she said with a wink to Nephket. The scorpion queen yawned again, then turned her attention back to me. “I can’t believe the Guild still exists. They’ve always been a giant pack of assholes. We should wipe them out.”

“I’m with you,” I said. “But why don’t we listen to what Nephket has to say about the situation before we make a decision.”

I had Nephket repeat the story she’d told me, and Zillah’s frown became more pronounced with every sentence.

“This is bad news,” she said. “That’s how they busted my last dungeon lord’s balls. They locked us up behind a wall of guards to keep us from harvesting any ka, then sent in an extermination squad to finish the job.”

“That does not sound good,” Nephket said.

“It’s very not good,” Zillah agreed.

“I can seal the dungeon,” I said. “Let their guards sit out there until they starve, for all I care.”

But the more I thought about that, the worse my plan sounded. If Nolas the mohawked elf had warned the Guild about what happened in here, they knew the wahket were working with me. If I locked the raiders out of my dungeon, they’d just take it out on the cat women. I would be safe in here, at least for a while, but how would I live with myself knowing the people I’d sworn to protect were being murdered in my stead?

Nephket seem to read my mind and nodded solemnly as I blew out an angry sigh.

“You could try that, but it wouldn’t work,” Zillah said. “Extermination squads are all level ten or higher. You could put up a wall, but they’d cast Stone to Mud or some other spell and make it go away. Or they’d send up a company of miners to bust it down. Then they’d storm the place and gut us all like a bunch of fishes.”

Okay, that really sucked. Fourth-level raiders we could handle. If we really stretched it, maybe we could hold off level fives. But a whole party of tenth-level murder hobos?

Impossible.

“There’s no way we’ll be able to fight a group with that many levels on us,” I said. “But if they had level tens sitting around camp, why did they send Kezakazek up here first?”

“Oh, I know, I know, pick me!” Zillah bounced on her tail and raised her hand in the air like a kindergarten student who had to pee.

Nephket raised an eyebrow at me, but she couldn’t completely stifle the grin that tugged at the corners of her lips. Zillah was a handful, but there was no denying she was fun to have around.

A lot of fun.

“Go ahead and tell us,” I said to Zillah.

“After the Godfall, there were too many raiders,” the scorpion queen explained. “No government, not even those crazy Blood Thralls, wanted adventurers running wild in their territory on the hunt for marrow shards, so they wrote up the Raid Accords lickety-split and created the Guild. When a new dungeon is found, the Guild sets up a base and invites adventurers of an appropriate level, according to their diviners, to come and try their hand at cleaning out the dungeon. They draw lots to decide who gets first crack at the goodies, and that team gets three tries before they’re washed out and they give the next group a shot.”

“That still doesn’t explain the tenth-level extermination squads,” Nephket prodded Zillah.

“Oh, yeah,” the scorpion queen said. “Okay, so, no offense, but this was a pretty weak dungeon, right? Any level threes or higher wouldn’t waste their time or money paying for a Guild transport out here and waiting around to maybe get a chance at picking up a few dozen gold pieces. I’d be surprised if there were any raiders here who were above first level.

“But now the Guild is super pissed, and they’re gonna bring in the big guns. They’ll summon the nearest extermination squad and wait for them to show up.”

Nephket stopped pacing for a moment and raised one finger.

“That makes sense,” the priestess explained. “The Guild has a teleportation gate set up outside of the oasis. Right now, it’s tuned to the recall amulets. But if no one comes into the dungeon, they won’t need that. They’ll start the process of attunement to align the gate to summon the exterminators.”

“They only need a couple of days to do that,” Zillah said. “Once the gate is opened, the Guild will send a messenger back to their headquarters. It may take them another day or two longer to put together an extermination squad. The squad will teleport here. To kill you. And me. Probably cat girl, too, since I’ll bet a Guild spy saw her run up to the dungeon today.”

It was my turn to pace back and forth. I’d only been here for two damned days, and already I’d found myself in an impossible situation. My plan had been solid, and if I’d had more time to level up the dungeon before the Raiders Guild caught wind of what I’d done, who knows what we might’ve been able to accomplish?

But, no, that’s not how shit had worked out. I had a very short time to figure out how to stop a group of raiders five times my level from not just kicking my ass but also killing all the wahket.

And Zillah.

And Nephket.

“This gate of theirs,” I said. “How far away is it?”

Nephket squatted on the sandy floor and popped one claw from the tip of her finger. She quickly sketched out the ring of hills that surrounded the village, drew a smaller circle inside it to indicate the oasis itself, then added an X to mark my tomb. She drew a small cross on the far side of the oasis and circled it with her finger.

“It’s here,” she said. “The Guild support staff poured out of the gate the morning after your core activated and set up the camp before nightfall. Kezakazek came a couple of days later, and you know the rest.”

The cartel had told me that DECS had been active for an hour or two before they’d dragged me out of bed to stop the hack. The only way that would line up with my core becoming active and the Guild attacking was if time was very different here than it was back on Earth. Maybe it was. Anything was possible at this point.

I dragged my thoughts back to the present because we had much more pressing concerns than trying to figure out the time differential between my hometown and Soketra.

“Okay,” I said. My time as a hacker had taught me the way to tackle big problems was to break them down into smaller problems. “If we want to stop the extermination squad, we have to shut down the gate. How do we do that?

“I can’t incarnate, because I don’t have enough ka, and even if I did have the go-go juice, I can’t leave my dungeon. I don’t want Zillah and the scorpions to leave the tomb, either, because I need them here to help guard the core in case the Guild launches a sneak attack.”

“That’s true,” Nephket said with a frustrated frown. “I would lead the wahket on a raid against the gate, but we might lose more than we gain.”

“You’re brave,” I said, “but you’re not fighters. How far away is that gate?”

“Roughly a mile,” Nephket estimated. 

That was a long hike through enemy territory for the wahket on the surface, and an impossible distance for me and my monster pals. But there might be another way.

“I reached the second level after we took out that last group of raiders,” I said. “Which means I can open two more rooms in my dungeon.”

“What good would that do?” Zillah asked. “If they posted guards outside the door, you aren’t going to get any more raiders in here. And two more rooms without any monsters or traps in them won’t even slow the extermination squad down for a minute.”

“That’s a good point, Negative Nellie,” I said. “But if the gate won’t come to me, then I will go to the gate.”

“You can do that?” Nephket asked. “I’ve never read anything like that in the old texts. Are you sure it will work?”

My pacing continued as I chewed over the dilemma. I hadn’t seen anything on the Tablet of Engineering about the maximum distance between rooms, but there had to be some limit. I knew that corridors didn’t count against the cubic footage of my dungeon, but could I really put a room a mile away?

I was sure as hell going to try.

The golden Tablet of Engineering appeared in my hands, and I willed its overhead view of my dungeon to zoom out until my tomb was little more than a tiny dot in the center of the tablet.

The tablet drew in the terrain and surface details around my dungeon in quick, efficient strokes. Altitude lines showed me the ring of hills on my side of the oasis as well as the depths of the water. But the map only extended halfway across the pool. I couldn’t see the gate at all.

Well, fuck.

If the tablet wouldn’t show me the gate, maybe there was another way.

“I think we can do this,” I said confidently. “But I need your help, Neph.”

“I will do whatever you need,” she said. Nephket moved closer to me and put one hand on my shoulder. She glanced at Zillah and then stared deep into my eyes. “Anything.”

Well, that was interesting.

“I need to see the Guild’s gate,” I said. “Don’t get too close to it, but I need your eyes to help me triangulate the position of my new dungeon room. It’s the only way I can accurately target the new construction.”

The cat woman threw her arms around my neck and rubbed the stripes of fur on her cheeks against my throat. The smell of cinnamon and honeysuckle filled my nostrils, and it clung to my skin like cologne.

As much as I wanted to believe she was just being friendly, one of my former girlfriends had had a cat. They don’t do that little trick where they rub their faces against yours because they like you. It’s how they mark their territory.

Zillah eyeballed me while Neph hugged me, and I wondered how these two would get along.

“I have to go now, then, before the guards can set up outside the dungeon,” Nephket said. “I’ll think about you when I’m there.”

Before I could say anything, the priestess hightailed it out of the tomb. I felt an ache at her absence, like a part of me was missing.

“She the jealous type?” Zillah asked. “I’m not, just, you know, so we're clear. I like having fun, but I’m not grabby.”

“It’s not a problem,” I said optimistically. “And we don’t need to worry about it now. Let’s focus on our bigger problem.”

“My last dungeon lord never tried anything this ambitious,” Zillah said. “You must have a very large territory if you think you can add a room a mile from here.”

I headed for my burial chamber, where I felt most comfortable. There was something about being near my core that settled my nerves. Zillah followed me, and we continued our conversation as we made our way through the dungeon.

“Honestly? I have no idea,” I said. “I’m new at this.”

“I can tell,” Zillah said as she threw an arm around my waist and curled her tail over my shoulder. The stinger so close to my face made me nervous, but I didn’t shy away from it. I was the dungeon lord. Zillah wouldn’t sting me. I didn’t think so, anyway. “Where’s your stele?”

“My what?” I asked. 

“Your stele,” she continued. “You know what I’m talking about, right?”

“Why don’t you tell me what you know so I can make sure we're on the same page,” I bluffed.

“Clever,” Zillah said and leaned up on her tiptoes to give me a kiss. We reached the burial chamber, and she waited for me to take a seat on my throne before she followed me into the room. Zillah’s body was slim and petite, but her tail circled around half of the room. She leaned back on it and looked up at me. “All this information is secondhand from my last dungeon lord, and I only sort of paid attention to him when he was rambling, so, you know, don’t blame me if I’m wrong.”

“Any knowledge is good knowledge,” I said. “I won’t hold it against you if you make a mistake.”

“That’s very nice of you,” she said. “The whole world is wrapped up in these geomantic power lines, like a crazy magic spiderweb.”

“I’m with you so far,” I said. “Go on.”

“Yeah,” she continued. “Those lines are like arteries filled with ka. When two or more of the geomantic lines intersect, you get what my old boss called a nexus. Magic is stronger there, and ka leaks out of those intersections and into the world around them.”

Ancient memories swam up out of the darkness of Lord Rathokhetra’s mind to fill in the blanks. Dungeons could only be founded on a nexus where the ka was concentrated and gave the dungeon lord his power.

I’d lost the trail of Zillah’s description while I’d integrated those old memories, and it took me a few moments to catch up to her.

“...and the First Gods marked every nexus with a Divine Stele, stone plaques or pillars with runes on them, so people would know they were dangerous and to stay the fuck away from them, so they wouldn’t get eaten by monsters,” she said. “Kind of a dick move, I say, because the gods made monsters, too, and why should we be hungry all the time, right?”

“Thank you,” I said. “That explains a lot. I’m going to try something, but I need quiet for a minute, okay?”

“Sure,” she said. “I can be quiet. I’ve got a lot of energy, and I like to talk, but there’s...oh, I see. Sorry.”

Zillah blushed and covered her face with her hands. 

I grinned and put a finger to my lips, and she mimed turning a lock at the corner of her mouth and throwing away the key.

The quick brush of my thoughts against Nephket’s showed me that she had avoided the guards on their way up the trail to my dungeon. She was still far from her goal, though, which gave me time to continue my experiment.

“Show me the stele,” I thought and concentrated on the zoomed-out view of my dungeon that was inscribed on the surface of the Tablet of Engineering.

A white dot, bright as a star, gleamed in the center of my map, right in my burial chamber. Of course—that made perfect sense. If you wanted to protect something, you’d stick it in the part of the dungeon that was hardest for outsiders to reach. I’d have to look around for the stele’s physical embodiment, but for now I was satisfied with knowing where it was.

“Show me my territory,” I commanded the tablet.

A white glow expanded from the dot and washed over the rest of the tablet. The glow expanded to the center of the oasis, and the same distance in every other direction on my tablet. My territory was about a mile in circumference, but that only got me halfway to the gate.

This was going to be a much bigger pain in my ass than I’d anticipated.

“Show me the steles nearest to my border,” I demanded.

My view expanded again, and a series of small white dots burst to life in the darkness around my dungeon. Most of them were well outside my territory, but one of them was just within my reach. I wasn’t sure how much the new stele would expand my territory if I activated it, but that was a gamble I had to take. There was no other way for me to reach the gate.

I lifted my head from my tablet to find Zillah so close to my right side her nose almost touched my cheek.

“She smells so good,” Zillah said. “Does she taste that good?”

Before I could answer, the scorpion woman laughed, and the tip of her pink tongue darted out to flick my nose.

“Did you find what you needed?” she asked in a more serious tone.

“I did,” I said. “Are you ready?”

“Will there be killing?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” I said. Dark images of the raiders crushed beneath my statues flickered through my memories, and even darker visions of a future with the Guild in ruins rose up to replace them. “There’ll be lots and lots of death to go around.”

“Then, yes,” the scorpion queen said with an excited shiver. “I am very, very ready.”
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Chapter 9: Expansion Plans
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THE TABLET OF ENGINEERING showed me that Nephket was still far from her goal. It was a mile from my dungeon to the Guild’s teleportation gate, but that was as the crow flew. Nephket not only had to dodge whatever guard patrols the Guild had established around the perimeter of my dungeon, she also had to navigate through the rugged hills that bordered the Kahtsinka Oasis. If it took her less than an hour to reach her goal, I’d be impressed.

That gave me some time to flesh out the rest of my plan and establish our first foothold on the journey to take down the gate. If I could reach the new stele by the time Nephket showed me our target’s location, we’d be halfway to launching our attack and getting the Guild out of here for good.

“Zillah, do you know what a stele looks like?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “My last dungeon lord had me claim a stele once. That was a lot of fun. The goblins he sent with me weren’t very pleasant, but they were decent fighters. We killed so many—”

“Can you help me find mine?” I asked. 

“Sure, it should be close to your core,” she said. “The core needs a lot of ka to hold itself together. My last dungeon lord once said if you could harness the same amount of ka that your core needed on a daily basis you’d become a god. He said a lot of things like that, though, and still ended up dead, so you might not want to take everything he said as the truth. Did I mention I hated him?”

It was hard to believe the chatty woman who followed me from the audience chamber back to the burial chamber was the same killer who’d tried to rip me limb from limb when we’d first met. She’d seemed so stern then, so angry.

I’d take talkative and cheerful over murderous and taciturn any day of the week.

“This is the burial chamber,” I said and gave Zillah the lightning tour of my digs. “I keep my loot in that sarcophagus over there, that’s my core over there, and there’s a secret scorpion tunnel over there.”

She nodded as I mentioned every feature of the room, then headed to the sarcophagus and poked her nose into my trove.

“This is a start,” she said. “But if I didn’t like you so much, I’d be a little miffed. This isn’t what I’d call good loot. This is barely adequate loot. I used to have jeweled goblets and the prettiest earrings—”

“There’ll be plenty of loot soon. I had a plan,” I said. “It was a pretty good one, too. Then an elf fucked it up.”

“I’ve never liked elves,” Zillah said. She left the sarcophagus and made her way around the room. Her tail followed along behind her, curling around the chamber’s perimeter to stay out from underfoot. She poked her nose into the scorpion passage, then paused and tapped one finger against the wall directly behind my throne. “There’s water back here. A lot of it. Probably an underground stream, or maybe a spring? You should—”

“Thanks for the warning about the plumbing,” I said. “I wish you’d been here when I made renovations earlier. Could have saved me some worry.”

“It’s a good thing I agreed to be your guardian.” She clucked her tongue. “There should be a class you have to take before you become a dungeon lord. ‘How not to kill yourself and others in a terrible accident’ or something.”

“Any idea where the stele is?” I gently prodded Zillah back to the task at hand.

“Oh, it’s right here.” She poked a finger at the back of my throne. “It’s a nice one.”

I stepped over the scorpion queen’s tail to peer at the back of my throne. A silver bar, three feet tall and one foot wide, jutted from the burial chamber’s floor. Whoever had created the throne had built the cobra’s curved spine on either side of the stele, which was why I hadn’t seen the damned thing before. It was almost invisible nestled in the throne’s dark stone embrace.

Zillah leaned back so I could kneel down and get a closer look at the stele. It was hard to make out much detail without getting a torch to light the thing up, but I did see a dense maze of runes and symbols etched into the stele’s surface. The icons were so densely packed they looked like the walls of a very complex maze, and I found myself drawn to the design. It was the same feeling I’d had when I stood at the rim of the Grand Canyon when I was a kid. There was something alluring about those depths, a pull that begged me to just lean a little farther forward...

“Whoa,” Zillah said. She grabbed my shoulder and pulled me away from the silver monument. “Be careful around these things. They’re tricky. Lots of power built up inside them, and I don’t think anyone knows exactly how they work. You looked like you were about to bang your noggin on it.”

“They’re dangerous?” I asked as I regained my feet. I felt strange, like someone had scooped off the top of my head and a cool breeze blew across my brain. An involuntary shudder ran through my body. What would have happened if I had touched the stele?

“Everything magical is dangerous,” Zillah said with a grin. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and nuzzled against the side of my neck. “You should be careful. If you die, I’d be sad. Then I’d have to hunt down your ghost and kill it again for making me feel bad.” She took another deep breath at the hollow of my throat, and the warm tip of her tongue flickered against my skin.

“Nephket smells feisty,” she said. Zillah’s warm body was pressed up against mine, and every one of her curves was a mesmerizing distraction. 

“She’d help me kill your ghost.” Zillah licked my throat again. “Delicious.”

“Okay,” I said. “Now that I know what a stele looks like, how do I claim one?”

“Your Tablet of Transformation,” Zillah said. “At least that’s what my old dungeon lord used. I don’t know the specifics...”

While Zillah told me more about how much of a jerk her old dungeon lord had been, I freed one arm from her embrace and summoned my Tablet of Transformation. Between Zillah’s arrival and Nephket’s warning about the raiders, I’d been too distracted to look at the transformation options available to me now that I was second level.

“Let’s see what we’ve unlocked,” I said. “I need to sit down for a second.”

Zillah kissed me on the cheek and released me, then followed me around to the front of my cobra throne. I plopped into the seat, and she curled her tail up next to my throne to make a seat for herself. While I examined the new options available to me on the Tablet of Transformation, she leaned against me and watched attentively.

She wanted to say something so badly she almost vibrated, but she gave me the quiet I needed to concentrate on the tablet.

“Basic Transformation, Common Enhancement Transformation, Value Enhancement Transformation.” I skimmed the list of abilities to get an idea of what I could spend ka on in the future. 

Basic Transformation was a freebie that apparently all dungeon lords had, and that was what allowed me to change one item into another of equal or lesser value. Common Enhancement Transformation was a five-ka investment, but it would let me make potions and scrolls, and I could see all kinds of uses for that one. Value Enhancement Transformation was also five ka, but it let me bump the value of an existing item by a thousand gold pieces per dungeon level. There were other options, but I didn’t have time to go toy shopping; there’d be time for that after we had settled our beef with the Raiders Guild. 

“Here it is. Claim Stele. Looks like it’ll cost me five ka to use that ability. At least on this next stele. It goes up every time I claim another one.”

“That sounds right,” Zillah said. “The old boss was always bitching about how much it cost to expand his territory.”

“How’s it going, Neph?” I asked.

She didn’t answer but showed me a glimpse of her current position. My familiar was still descending the hillside below the dungeon. She’d had to slow down to avoid the patrols but seemed to be making decent progress. We still had at least an hour before she’d reach a good vantage to show me the gate.

I took a little of that time to review the other tablets. There were no new abilities on the Tablet of Guardians, and I’d already seen all the monsters it had to offer. 

The Tablet of Engineering did have something new to offer, namely traps. Spiked traps, pit traps, net traps, spring-loaded spears, alarms, and even a kick-ass statue of yours truly were all now available for the cost of five ka. I couldn’t play with those goodies yet, but after I’d dealt with the raiders and drained all their ka, there would be some big upgrades to Ye Olde Dungeon de Clay.

I took a peek at the Tablet of Incarnation and liked what I saw there. All the available abilities cost five ka and enhanced my senses in one way or another. The ones that really caught my eye, though, were The Dungeon Speaks and The Dungeon’s Visage. 

[[[THE DUNGEON SPEAKS

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to speak directly to anyone who is physically present in his dungeon.

The dungeon lord can choose who hears his voice, the language the listener hears, even if that language is not one the dungeon lord speaks, and the volume of his voice.

Once purchased, this ability can be used at will without expending ka.

THE DUNGEON'S VISAGE

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 5 motes of ka

This ability allows the dungeon lord to appear to any or all creatures currently within the bounds of his dungeon. The dungeon lord can appear as any creature, wearing any armor or other gear he desires.

Once purchased, this ability can be used at will without expending ka.]]]

It would cost me ten ka to buy them both, but if I did, anyone in my dungeon could see and hear me. It would be nice to be able to talk to the wahket in person rather than having to push everything through Nephket.

“So,” Zillah said. She batted her eyes at me. “About this killing I was promised.”

I banished the Tablet of Incarnation and summoned the Tablet of Engineering with a snap of my fingers. I’d never get tired of that trick.

“Let’s do this,” I said. 

“This is very exciting,” Zillah said. “Most dungeon lords just sit on their hands and wait for their enemies to come to them. I like the idea of pushing out and taking the fight to the raiders.”

“Me, too,” I said. My life as a hacker had been much the same. I’d spend days, sometimes weeks, waiting for a client to call and tell me they were under attack. Then I’d swoop in and yank their fat out of the fire. It paid well, but it was all so reactive. “I spent too much of my life on the defensive. Being aggressive agrees with me.”

I concentrated on the tablet and focused on the new stele’s location. It lay just inside my territory, so there shouldn’t be any problems in creating a passage between here and there. When I found the stele, I could create a new chamber around it to provide some protection while I claimed it. Should be a piece of cake.

“Whatcha doing?” Zillah asked. “I thought we were going to go kill some things.”

“I’m making a path,” I said. I zoomed in on the stele’s location and imagined a circular room around it. I decided to create a small room, which I could expand later if there was enough space and no natural hazards in the region. I was no geologist, but I understood that subterranean obstacles were numerous and not always obvious. If I walked us all into a pocket of methane or opened my chamber into a bottomless chasm, we’d all be fucked.

“Looks boring,” Zillah said.

“It’s not as exciting as a fight,” I admitted. “But it is very important to get this right.”

I imagined a half sphere with a ten-foot radius. A little mental math told me the chamber would take up about twenty-one hundred cubic feet, which was big enough for me and Zillah, and maybe even her tail.

The Tablet of Engineering shimmered for a moment, but my room did not appear on its golden surface.

[[[Invalid Location]]]

“You have got to be kidding me,” I groaned. The error message from the tablet was less informative than the garbage error codes my old PC threw when it was in a bad mood. “Fine, I’ll walk over there and then make the room.”

I used my finger like a stylus and drew a straight line from my cobra throne to the stele. The line pulsed with a soft golden glow when I lifted my finger and then vanished.

[[[Obstacles between passage entrance and exit. Manual routing required.]]]

I cursed and restrained myself from throwing the tablet across the room. Why couldn’t anything ever be simple?

“Did you break it?” Zillah asked. “My old dungeon lord broke his shit all the time. He spent a fortune on wizard fees to fix things.”

“I didn’t break it,” I said. “There’s something blocking the passage. We’ll have to make the passage as we go.”

Maybe the hour I had before Nephket reached her goal wouldn’t be enough to reach the stele.

I tapped the Opener of the Ways ability on the tablet to see if I could figure out what might be blocking me.

[[[OPENER OF THE WAYS

Duration: Permanent

Cost: 0 ka

All dungeon lords are granted this ability at the moment they attain that title. This ability allows the dungeon lord to create new dungeon chambers and the passageways to connect them. Chambers and passages must be entirely contained within the perimeter of the dungeon lord’s territory, and no single room may occupy more than 250,000 cubic feet.

Dungeon lords may craft statues, columns, or other items integral to the dungeon, but furniture, treasure, and other removable items must be purchased or otherwise created.

Passages cannot be routed through hazards (water, lava, open space), and must be at least 3 feet wide and 3 feet tall. 

Passages and chambers cannot be created in or overlapping space occupied by living, animated, celestial, infernal, or undead creatures. Furthermore, the dungeon lord cannot change the portion of a passage or chamber currently occupied by a living, animated, celestial, infernal, or undead creature, though they can modify the space around such a creature.

For example, if a raider is standing on the dungeon floor, the dungeon lord could create a wall in front of that raider, but he could not create a pit trap on the floor where the raider is standing, nor could he fill the space occupied by the raider with solid stone.]]]

“Son of a bitch,” I snarled. It seemed like the most likely thing that could be blocking me was a living creature. Or creatures. “Looks like you might get a chance to fight sooner rather than later.”

Zillah bounced with excitement in a way that made me want to halt all our plans and spend some quality time reenacting our fun together the previous night.

“That’s a good idea,” Zillah said as if she’d read my mind. “A little of the old in-and-out purges the nervous energy, you know. We’ll be more relaxed, less likely to jump at shadows. Come on.”

With a lascivious grin, the scorpion queen grabbed my hand and pulled it toward her chest.

“After,” I said. She pouted and then arched her back with her hands on her hips. It was an alluring pose, but we had other problems to deal with. “Nice try. Believe me, there’s nothing I’d rather do right now, but work first, play later. Otherwise, we’re going to end up like your old dungeon lord.”

Zillah’s flirtatious manner withered instantly at that comment.

“I’m not going down like that again, and neither are you,” she said. “What do we need to do?”

“First, we need some scouts,” I said. Pinchy responded instantly to my summons and rounded up the rest of the scorpions to join us in the burial chamber. “Then we have some walking to do.”

“I thought you said there’d be fighting,” Zillah grumbled. “I’m hungry, and now I’m all excited and you’re not going to take care of it, so there’d better be fighting.”

“Trust me, the way this has gone so far, there’s definitely going to be fighting,” I said.

Pinchy and the rest of the scorpions skittered out of the small opening I’d created on the eastern wall of my burial chamber. They scampered toward Zillah, tails raised apprehensively, and scuttled around the scorpion queen’s tail and insectile feet.

“Oh. My. God,” Zillah squealed with delight. She clasped her hands to her mouth. “These are adorable. Tell me you have more of them somewhere. I want them all to live in my bedroom so I can play with them whenever I want.”

“Just the ones you see, so far,” I said. “They’re going to help us find our way.”

Zillah scooped up one of the scorpions and held it in front of her face. She leaned forward and kissed it on the stinger, and the scorpion seemed to melt into the palm of her hand. It was as relaxed as any puppy or kitten I’d ever seen, fully confident that Zillah wouldn’t hurt it and loved it to pieces.

This job just kept getting weirder.

“Watch my back,” I said to Zillah. “I have to concentrate on this tablet to get it to work, and I can’t always see what’s going on around me. I don’t want to get a knife in the back.”

“We’re on it,” Zillah said. She chattered something to the scorpions, and they formed a quick perimeter around me. “I’ve never had minions before. This is going to be fun.”

I wanted to correct Zillah about whose minions the scorpions were, but there’d be a better time for that. For the moment, I needed to concentrate on guiding the passageway to my new stele.

The west wall of my burial chamber was the closest to our goal, so I focused my attention on it. I willed the tablet to create a passageway there, and it complied by creating a ten-foot-wide by ten-foot-tall by ten-foot-deep opening.

So far, so good.

That process worked for about a hundred yards, but I realized I couldn’t just keep heading west. I’d bust through the side of the hill, and then there’d be no end of trouble with the Guild’s guards. A little more concentration showed me elevation lines on my tablet, and I tilted our passageway down at a steep, but still manageable, angle.

We kept on like that for another two hundred yards, and then I realized that the oasis was wide, but it was also extremely deep, and the stele lay beneath its lowest point by a few hundred yards. We had to go much, much lower if we didn’t want to end up swimming to our goal.

No wonder the tablet hadn’t been able to figure out a safe route to the new chamber. It was far below us, and there was a metric shit-ton of water in the way.

I really needed to get a better handle on how to read the information I received from the Tablet of Engineering before someone got killed.

Someone like me. 

It was time to change tactics. A ramp that would get us low enough would be too steep to walk, so I tried to visualize what I needed. It took me a few frustrating seconds to get moving again, which was apparently too much for the scorpion queen.

“Where are the bad guys?” Zillah asked. “I’m bored. I need to kill something.”

“We’ll find some soon, I’m sure,” I said. “I need to imagine a descending spiral tunnel in my head, and it’s harder than it sounds.”

That was the most nerve-racking part of this whole process. The tablet did a great job of creating the passages I directed it, and it even included supports and hardened the tunnel’s surface to keep it from caving in. But it was difficult to guide the passageway without knowing what was around us. It was like playing Minecraft without a torch. If I made the wrong move, I could open a hole into an underground stream and drown us all.

Well, it wouldn’t drown me, but it would definitely drown Zillah and the scorpions. They’d respawn in their dungeon lairs at sunset, sure, but I’d promised Zillah I wouldn’t get her killed unnecessarily. I didn’t want to be that kind of dungeon lord.

The only way we’d survive this was if I visualized exactly what I wanted in minute detail, one small step at a time. My meditation exercises came in handy then, and I used them to clear my mind and concentrate on each specific moment. 

Our progress wasn’t as fast as I would have liked, but I kept us moving. The passageway corkscrewed down into the earth at a steady pace, and I didn’t get my guardians killed. 

Twice on our way down, I had to reroute the passage because drips of water or a stinking squirt of subterranean gas found its way into the tunnel. I sealed those hazards away before they could cause any damage, but they were good reminders that nothing down here was truly safe.

Not even for a dungeon lord and his crew.

“Wait,” Zillah said. “There’s something moving nearby. Something close.”

The scorpions had reacted to this potential new threat as well. All of them faced the same wall, their claws raised for battle, and their tails poised to strike. Pinchy, especially, seemed agitated. She scuttled from one side to the other, but her tail was always trained on the same spot.

“How big is it?” I asked. As much as I didn’t want to pick a fight, I needed more ka. If this was a monster Zillah and the scorpions could battle, I wouldn’t turn down the go-go juice.

“Hard to tell,” Zillah said. “Its movements are very irregular, and it keeps stopping.”

“This direction?” I tapped my finger against the wall the scorpions stared at.

“Yes,” Zillah said. “You could open a passage, and I’ll—”

“You won’t do anything, yet,” I said. “But I’ve got an idea.”

I opened a hole in the wall the scorpions faced and pushed it forward a few feet. Then I reached out to one of the fierce arachnids and merged a portion of my mind with its primitive intellect.

“I’m taking this arachnid out for a spin,” I said to Zillah. It was challenging to split my mind this way, and I didn’t know how long I’d be able to maintain focus on both halves. “Keep an eye on me. Don’t let me fall over or wander off.”

“I’ll keep you very close,” Zillah said. She looped her tail around both of us and squeezed me tight to her body. “Very, very close.”

I had to admit, there weren’t many things I’d rather be pressed against than Zillah’s curves. The chitin that covered her breasts and other sensitive areas was far more flexible than it appeared, and she’d been able to retract it completely when we—

Back to the task at hand.

The scorpion’s ability to sense vibrations guided me as it inched along. It was a slow, painstaking process, but by following its lead I was able to create a small tunnel that led ever closer to whatever beast prowled nearby.

A few minutes later, my scout passage opened into a much larger tunnel.

Scorpions have terrible eyesight because they don’t need it. They hunt by vibration, and if something is smaller than they are, they try to sting it. Their lives, like their minds and their senses, are simple. Unfortunately, that meant I didn’t get a very clear picture of what we were up against.

Based on what my scorpion scout told me, we’d breached into an open space that was about fifteen feet wide and almost as tall. This new tunnel’s surfaces were rough and unfinished, and it meandered in a way that made me think that it must be a natural cavern of some sort.

The creature who’d been making the noise had moved on, but my scorpions still felt its footfalls through the stone floor. My scout could get a better picture of what we were trailing because his feet touched the same surface as the wandering monster. The vibrations the scorpion felt belonged to a barefoot creature a little larger than your average human, but that was as much as my arachnid scout could tell me.

I tried to use my super special dungeon lord powers to determine just how strong the bastard was, but that was a big no-go. He wasn’t inside my dungeon, so he might as well have been on the dark side of the moon as far as my dungeon lord powers were concerned.

“It’s just one guy,” I said. “Or creature? Not sure exactly what it is. It’s a little bigger than a man, and it doesn’t have shoes.”

“That narrows it down to all the humanoid monsters. I think there are only a few hundred of them,” Zillah said with a grin. “But I’m game to rip its heart out if you are.”

“All right,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

I commanded the Tablet of Engineering to expand the scout trail until it was ten feet wide by ten feet tall. It did so without hesitation, and within seconds Zillah, the scorpions, and I stood at the entrance to the natural cavern that held our prey.

As a dungeon lord, I had no trouble seeing in the pitch-blackness that surrounded us, and the scorpions didn’t need anything but their feet on the floor to tell where they were going. Zillah didn’t seem to mind the darkness, either, and I assumed she had some fancier version of the same vibration sense her smaller cousins possessed. That didn’t give us any advantage over the creature we hunted—it was obviously as comfortable down here as we were—but at least we weren’t at a disadvantage.

“Let’s get them,” Zillah said with a devilish grin. “This is going to be so much fun.”

Before I could tell her to wait until I’d moved the tunnel up to our target, she darted into the cavern, and the scorpions followed her on nearly silent legs.

I wanted to call out to Zillah and tell her to come back to the dungeon but held my tongue. If the target heard me, that would put Zillah in even more danger than she’d already put herself in by leaving the dungeon. I needed her to come back so we could harvest the ka from whatever was ahead of us. Irritated, I stomped after her.

But the second I tried to cross the threshold of the passage I’d created in this subterranean tunnel, my body froze.

I could no more leave my dungeon than I could fly. The open passage ahead of me might as well have been a solid stone wall. I tried three times and cursed each time. It wasn’t happening.

Zillah, on the other hand, was so caught up in the hunt she hadn’t even noticed I wasn’t behind her. I reached out to her thoughts, but it wasn’t as simple as it had been with Nephket. Zillah worked for me as a boss monster in my dungeon, but we weren’t bonded like I was with my familiar, and her mind was far too complex to manipulate like I had the scorpion’s. There was a connection there, but it wasn’t an open stream of communication like I had with the cat woman.

I tried to force my way into her thoughts then, because I needed to make sure she understood the plan. If they killed the monster outside my dungeon, I got nothing, and this risk was all for nothing. She needed to lure it back here, so I could reap its sweet, sweet ka while she ate its heart.

“Come back,” I growled and hoped the scorpion queen heard me.

When Zillah didn’t respond, I took more drastic action. She might be able to resist my thoughts, but Pinchy certainly couldn’t.

I commandeered my favorite scorpion and took stock of the situation. Pinchy and her allies were gathered together on the cavern’s wall. I sensed Zillah off to their left, and the lack of vibrations in the floor told me she wasn’t currently moving.

Good.

I told Pinchy to scamper off the wall and head over to Zillah, and the scorpion immediately agreed. The sharp tip-tap of her chitinous legs against the stone floor was virtually silent, but the sound still made me wince. We had no idea what we were hunting. What if it heard that sound and attacked before Zillah could return to the dungeon?

My favorite arachnid reached Zillah’s tail, and I ordered her to climb it onto the scorpion queen’s back. At the same time, I pushed my thoughts toward Zillah’s mind to get her attention.

“Zillah,” I thought, “lure the monster back here.”

Pinchy reached my boss monster’s shoulder and plucked at her earlobe with a claw. When that got no response, the scorpion waved the tip of her stinger right in front of Zillah’s eyes.

“What?” Zillah finally asked. “Don’t blow this.”

But Pinchy understood and wasn’t about to give up. She tugged at Zillah’s blond ponytail and clacked her claws next to the scorpion queen’s ear.

“Oh, shit,” Zillah said. “It’s the boss? Dammit, I’m all ears now.”

The connection between Zillah and me snapped into focus. Her thoughts pressed against mine, and for a moment her presence was so strong I could smell her as clearly as if she’d stood right next to me.

“You can’t kill whatever it is out there,” I said. “It has to be inside my dungeon, so I can reap its ka.”

“Oh,” Zillah said. Through Pinchy’s poor sight, the scorpion queen looked like an amorphous blob with a fountain of gold spraying from the top of her head. “Thanks for the reminder. We’ll be right back. This looks like your basic zombie. Nothing we can’t handle.”

Zillah patted Pinchy on the head, then stood up and hoisted her spear into the air. She clattered its forked tines against the stone ceiling so hard that chips of limestone came loose and clattered to the cavern’s floor around her.

“Hey, ugly,” she shouted. “This way.”

She was answered by a sound that reminded me of an old wooden door creaking open. A low, sepulchral moan followed that sound, and then there was a scramble of bare feet slapping against stone.

“Yikes,” Zillah yelped in surprise. “Climb aboard, scorpion friends, this is not a zombie.”

A few moments later I heard Zillah scrambling across the stone as she approached the passageway. Her insectile feet ticked against the floor with a sound like a hundred millipedes in a big, fat hurry. 

Nephket’s thoughts pressed against mine for a moment, but I couldn’t tear my concentration away from Zillah.

“Ready or not,” the scorpion queen shouted, “here we come!”

Zillah took the corner into the dungeon passage so sharply that her feet almost shot out from beneath her. Their pointed tips scraped the floor as she threw her body into the passageway and spun around, spear raised to strike.

“What did you bring?” I asked.

“Something dead,” she said. “Which is a huge bummer, because I’m still hungry, and I can’t eat that.”

Pinchy and her friends jumped off Zillah’s tail as the scorpion queen turned back to face the monster. Zillah swung her tail out in front of her. Its tip weaved in the air like a cobra ready to strike.

A moment later a scrawny, bearded man shambled into view. The armor he’d once worn had rotted away long ago and left behind only dried leather straps and a few chunks of rusted metal that did almost nothing to cover his desiccated body. His skin was pulled tight over his face like a leather mask, and his eyes were little more than sunken pits lit from within by chips of unholy green light. Unlike his armor, the two swords the creature wielded looked as sharp and polished as the day they were made. Whatever this was, it still knew how to take care of its blades.

[[[Wight, Medium Undead, Evil, Challenge Rating: 3, 45 Hit Points]]]

“He’s a challenge-rating-three undead,” I informed Zillah. “Watch yourself.”

“You watch me,” the scorpion queen scoffed. She flexed her arms, and the sleek muscles under the flawless skin of her naked back rippled. “You’re going to love this.”

Pinchy and her friends hurried past Zillah to greet the undead creature as it rushed to the attack. They darted between its slapping feet and stabbed its ankles with their stingers. The scorpions’ tails punched through the dried flesh like ice picks through a rotten apple’s shriveled skin. Poison splashed into the wounds they created, but I knew it was pointless. This undead thing was far past the reach of Pinchy’s toxins.

Zillah’s tail struck at the creature, and it jerked its head to one side. Her stinger whiffed through the air, and Zillah barely got it out of the way before the wight could slice it off with his swords. The thing was far faster than it appeared.

“This one’s feisty,” Zillah said. “Miiight have bitten off more than I can chew.”

“Why didn’t you just let it go if it was too strong?” I asked.

The wight lurched into the passage with its swords raised. Both weapons lunged toward Zillah with far more speed and strength than I’d imagined possible. It was a withered husk of a humanoid. How could it be so damned fast?

Zillah thrust her spear up to catch the wight’s blades across its haft. The instant she parried the assault, the scorpion queen spun her weapon like a deadly baton. Her unexpected move threw the undead warrior off-balance, and for a moment both of his weapons were out of position.

“Gotcha, ugly,” Zillah snarled as she plunged her forked weapon into the wight’s rib cage. The impact slammed the undead creature back into the passageway’s wall, and it unleashed a bloodcurdling moan of either pain or anger. Sparks of nauseating green light glimmered in its eye sockets, and I smelled the stench of its rotten breath even at this distance.

The undead slashed at Zillah with both blades, but it couldn’t reach her past the spear that held it pinned to the wall. When it realized its predicament, the wight dropped its blades and grabbed the haft of Zillah’s forked spear with both hands. The monster’s withered muscles must’ve been stronger than they looked, because Zillah struggled to keep the beast trapped.

“I don’t suppose you could stab this thing?” Zillah asked.

“Not at the moment,” I said. “But Pinchy and her friends will help you out.”

My scorpions were most effective when they could use their poison, but they weren’t defenseless without it. A hundred tiny cuts could kill their enemies just as dead as one large one; it would just take a little longer.

The scorpions swarmed up the wight’s legs and onto its arms. They focused their attacks on the creature’s wrists and chewed away at them like a swarm of tiny jackhammers. The sharp stingers stitched a ring of small holes around the flesh of its left wrist, and soon the dried tendons snapped and separated.

The wight’s left hand went limp and hung useless from its perforated forearm. The undead warrior bucked against Zillah’s forked spear, but it couldn’t free itself from the weapon’s cold steel grasp.

The scorpions moved on to the creature’s right wrist and repeated their savage attack. Rivulets of green poison gushed from the new holes in the wight’s dead gray skin, and its hand twitched and jerked under the attack. 

“Time for some bigger holes,” Zillah grunted through the effort of holding the wight in place against the wall. Her tail scraped against the tunnel’s ceiling as she rammed its stinger into the wight’s face. The impact crushed its left eye socket and tore the dried stub of its nose clean off its face. Venom oozed up through the wound and boiled from the creature’s mouth as its head filled with Zillah’s poison.

The creature wailed and thrust itself forward in defiance of its own impending second death. The sudden move caught Zillah off guard, and for a moment the creature freed itself from the wall. It drove the scorpion queen backward, and she slammed her tail back to the floor to brace herself against its unexpected lunge.

Zillah went with the momentum and leaned back onto her tail. She lifted the end of the spear, and the wight rose into the air like a pole vaulter. Pinchy and her friends clung to the wight with their claws and continued their assault with frenzied resolve. The scorpion queen twisted a section of her weapon’s haft, and the forks slammed together with a resounding clang.

The wight’s lower torso and legs fell to the stone floor, and the light in its eyes went out. The top half of its body fell to the floor next to its legs with a meaty thud, and scorpion venom oozed from its wounds. The creature twisted and writhed on the cold stone for a moment, its severed legs kicked fruitlessly, and then it lay still. 

The scorpions scurried back onto Zillah’s tail and clambered up her body. They poked and prodded her with their pincers, as gently as they could manage, and she endured their attention with a grin.

“I’m okay, little cousins,” Zillah said. She nudged the wight’s corpse with the toe of her boot. “Did you at least get some ka?”

I checked the inside of my arm. There was indeed one more blue sphere lit now. One ka wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing, either. In our current situation, I’d take what I could get.

“I did indeed,” I said. “Nice work. Next time maybe figure out exactly what your target is before you attack.”

Zillah dismissed my concern with a snort. She shoved the undead’s desiccated corpse off to one side of the tunnel and motioned for me to follow her to the end of the passage.

“We’ll have to go deeper into the Great Below before we run into something I can’t kill,” she said. “But there’s something you should see.”

“Lead the way,” I said. 

When we reached the edge of the natural cavern, Zillah pointed out the path I should take. I pushed the passage ahead of us in that direction, and smooth stone walls formed around us. 

We didn’t go far before Zillah stopped at the spot where Pinchy had gotten her attention earlier. I felt like I was playing a real-life version of the snake game. It was kind of neat, but I didn’t much like the idea of this passage winding its way through the cavern. What if some asshole found it and decided to punch a hole into its side to come looking for trouble?

“This is what I wanted you to see,” Zillah said. 

I joined her at the end of my crafted passageway, and a sick lump of dread formed in the center of my chest.

The arched vault of a vast cavern rose one hundred feet above us, and its walls circled around an open space hundreds of feet in diameter. The floor ahead of us sloped down steeply toward a deep chasm that my dungeon lord senses told me was one hundred and thirty-three feet wide. We couldn’t see the bottom from where we were, but this great fissure cut the cavern neatly in half.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked Zillah.

“A big hole,” she said. “A very big hole.”

I summoned my Tablet of Engineering and tried to force the passage from my current location to the opposite side of the chasm. Maybe this wasn’t a big deal. Maybe I could just walk across this, and my problem would be solved.

[[[Selected path invalid. Insufficient support.]]]

“We can’t stay here long,” Zillah said. “Wights are not common wandering monsters. There’s a good chance it came from a nearby necropolis.”

I knew just enough Latin from my days listening to heavy metal and playing role-playing games to understand that a necropolis was a city of the dead. On Earth, that just meant a big old graveyard. On Soketra, it probably meant a giant pyramid that swarmed with undead monsters who feasted on living flesh.

“Well, we can’t get across the chasm. I suppose we could try to go around it, but fuck,” I said. “It could run thousands of feet in either direction. It could take us days to route around it.”

“Maybe we should go down,” Zillah said. She tapped the stone with her spear’s butt. “It would be dangerous, because there are more monsters the lower you go, and they become more powerful. But if we’re close to a necropolis, and you start building passages every which way trying to find a way around that chasm...”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I need to think about this for a second.”

And of course, that’s when Nephket reached out to me.

“Did you find it?” I asked my familiar, careful to keep the tension and worry out of my voice. Nothing freaks out employees faster than learning that their boss doesn’t know what he’s doing.

“Yes,” she said. “I can show it to you.”

“Do it,” I said. And then to Zillah, “Watch my back for a second?”

“Can I touch it, too?” she asked with a wicked leer.

I closed my eyes and instantly transferred my point of view to Nephket’s. The priestess was crouched on a sandy hillside, her position hidden behind a dense thicket of thorn bushes. 

Fifty feet below her, the Raiders Guild had set up a fortified blockade across a narrow valley’s floor. They’d erected heavy gates that completely blocked the valley on the east and west, and steep hills formed natural walls to the north and south. Guards stood at the gate on the side I could see, and I was sure there were more on the side I couldn’t.

But the most impressive sight was what lay between those two barricades.

A gleaming basalt archway rose above the desert valley’s floor. Its surface was inscribed with glittering golden runes that shone like firelight even under the bright sun. The air above the arch shimmered with undulating waves of heat that obscured everything beyond them in a hazy mirage. 

The space beneath the arch was filled with a roiling purple cloud. Streaks of vermilion lightning chased one another across its turbulent surface, and even at this distance I felt the powerful magic that fueled it. 

I fixed the gateway’s location in my mind and commanded the Tablet of Engineering to mark it so I could reach it with my next dungeon expansions. It was far outside my territory, but if the stele we were headed for unlocked as much area as I currently controlled, we’d be in striking distance.

Maybe. I had no idea how strong the new stele was. If it was any weaker than mine, we’d be in trouble.

But before I could consult the Tablet of Engineering for more details on distance and area, my familiar’s emotions demanded my attention.

Nephket’s hatred for the archway leaked into my thoughts. The people who’d ruined her world had come through this portal. And even though their arrival had brought us together, that was small consolation weighed against what she’d lost. A lifetime of peace and quiet had been washed away on a tide of greed and blood.

“We’ll get them,” I said to Nephket. “We’ll kill them all.”

“Good,” she said. “Because we have another problem.”

As I listened to Nephket, my annoyance turned to horror. Things had just gone from bad to fucking terrible.

***
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Chapter 10: The Great Below
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“THE RAIDERS SACKED the oasis,” Nephket said. 

Her thoughts were in turmoil, and I caught flashes of burning buildings and twisted columns of smoke that rose from the windows of the villagers’ hillside homes. In Nephket’s memory, the raiders had been transformed into leering demons that raced through her former home with flaming torches and bared weapons. 

A cold fist of rage curled around my heart as I imagined the pain and panic of the once-peaceful wahket.

“Are your people all right?” I asked. A pang of guilt stabbed me in the gut when I remembered Nephket’s earlier attempt to contact me. She must have seen the raiders attack while she moved into position to spy on the gate. 

“What’s happening?” Zillah asked. Her tail squeezed me tighter, and she leaned in so close I could feel her breath against my face. “What are the raiders doing?”

I touched a finger to her lips and gave a slight shake of my head. I had to deal with Nephket first, and then Zillah and I could figure out our next steps.

“They’ve evacuated,” Nephket said. “We planned for this, so they know where to hide, but I won’t be sure of our losses until I rejoin them.”

“Those assholes,” I growled. I’d been worried that something like this would happen, but I hadn’t expected them to attack so soon. If that damned elf hadn’t been such a coward...

There was no sense in wishing things had been different. The wahket were in danger, and I’d sworn to protect them. I needed to do something, and I needed to do it immediately.

The cat women couldn’t return to the dungeon. Even if the guards weren’t there, some raider would spot them slipping into the tomb. That would likely be the final straw for the Guild. They wouldn’t wait for the extermination squad; they’d just storm the tomb and slaughter everyone inside. The wahket would be trapped, we wouldn’t be able to defend my core, and the raiders would wipe us all out.

Fuck that noise.

If I couldn’t bring the wahket to the dungeon, I’d bring the dungeon to them. I focused my attention on the Tablet of Engineering and zoomed in on the area surrounding my dungeon. The hilly region between the oasis and my dungeon’s front door was barren and of no interest to the raiders. If I could create another dungeon entrance in that area, Nephket could lead her people down to Zillah and me. That would kill two birds with one stone because it would keep the wahket safe and bring them closer to the gate for our attack to stop the execution squad.

“Can you get your people here?” I asked Nephket as I concentrated on a point in the hills south of the oasis. It was nowhere near my dungeon entrance and far enough from the village that I hoped the raiders wouldn’t be patrolling it. It was also close to my current location, which was under the deepest part of the oasis itself.

“I can, but there’s nothing there,” she said.

“There will be,” I said. “Let me know when you’ve arrived.”

“I trust you,” Nephket said. 

Those three words spoke volumes to me. Nephket’s fear was as raw and painful as a bad tooth, but her hope that I would lead her and her people to safety was as bright as the noonday sun.

I couldn’t let her down. I’d do anything to save the wahket and defeat the raiders who threatened them.

“All right,” I said to Zillah. “We need to get ready for company.”

“The cat girl is coming?” Zillah said with an excited bounce. “I love her.”

“They’re all coming,” I said. “If I can make a passage to them. Keep an eye on my body while I take care of this.”

“When can I do something more than keep an eye on that body?” she asked.

“Just as soon as we deal with the raiders,” I said. “There’ll be a lot of touching then. But for now, I need to concentrate. It’s very hard to do that if you get all handsy with me.”

“I’m holding you to that,” Zillah said with a fake pout. “And I want Nephket with us. It’ll be fun. I promise.”

“I’m sure it will be,” I said and struggled to clear that very enticing image from my thoughts. I stared at the tablet and commanded it to create a new passage between our current location and the rendezvous point I’d picked for Nephket.

A thin red line crawled across the tablet and then stopped halfway to its target. Red text flashed across the tablet’s surface, and I groaned. There must be another obstacle in the path’s way. Or maybe a swarm of monsters.

[[[Maximum passage volume reached.]]]

It seemed like I learned something new every hour doing this job, and I wished for a nice set of reference manuals to guide me along the way. Unfortunately, the only way I’d figure all this out was through trial and error. On the plus side, the more I tried, the more I learned. Even when I failed, it was a step forward and a mistake I wouldn’t make again.

“I thought I could create as many passages as I wanted,” I said to Zillah. “Did your dungeon lord ever run into a maximum volume problem?”

“Not as far as I know,” Zillah said. “But from what I know of dungeon lords, you’re pushing the boundaries pretty hard.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Most dungeons devote their space to chambers, not passages. I’m no expert, but I don’t think you’ll find many dungeon lords have created mile-long tunnels,” Zillah said. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but dungeons are traditionally defensive. Going on the offensive with them is an unusual case.”

“That’s a fair point,” I said. “Okay, now that I know there’s a maximum, let’s see what it is. Tablet, what is the current total volume of my dungeon’s passages?”

A red number appeared instantly in the upper right corner of the tablet. Two hundred thousand cubic feet. That’s what I had to work with.

All the tunnels in the main part of my dungeon added up to a length of about four hundred feet. The spiral ramp I’d created to avoid obstacles was another three hundred feet long. The distance from my main dungeon to the chasm we’d reached was about twenty-six hundred feet, and I’d used up another seven hundred feet trying to reach Nephket.

I needed to free up enough passage volume to cover the last seven hundred and fifty feet to the rendezvous with Nephket and then another half mile out to the gate. That didn’t even include how far down we’d have to travel to get around the chasm. That might be another hundred feet, or it could be a thousand. There was no way to know until we tried. At a minimum, I needed to reclaim thirty-five hundred feet of passageway, and the tunnel had to be at least five feet wide and five feet tall so the wahket could navigate it without crawling. That all added up to eighty-two thousand and five hundred cubic feet that I needed to find somehow.

Because I had no idea that I could run out of passage space when I’d created my initial tunnels, I’d used the default passage measurements of five feet wide and ten feet tall, so every five-foot-long section of corridor burned up two hundred and fifty cubic feet of available volume. Shrinking those tunnels down seemed like the easiest way to free up some space.

I started with the main part of my dungeon because there were no friendlies there, and I didn’t give a shit whether any raiders who came calling had a hard time navigating the tunnels. With quick strokes of my finger and some heavy concentration, I narrowed all the main passages in the dungeon to the minimum size of three feet tall and three feet wide. That gave me back a little over sixteen thousand cubic feet, which was only a quarter of what I needed.

“I really should have studied more math in school,” I groaned to Zillah. “Remind me to hire a geometry wizard as a guardian.”

“Oooh, a smart one,” Zillah said. “I hear there are demons that are good at math. We could go to hell and find some. That would be exciting.”

“Exciting is one word for it,” I said. “But I’m in no hurry to visit hell.”

“There are a lot of them,” she said. “Hells, I mean. Some of them are fun. There’s this one where you get to have sex all the time, but you don’t get to pick your partner. It’s a surprise every time!”

“We definitely won’t be headed there,” I said. “Ever.”

“Jealous?” Zillah asked. I thought she was teasing at first, but one look in her eyes showed me just how serious she was.

“Very,” I said. I wasn’t proud of it, but there it was. Zillah was mine, and I wasn’t into sharing. Not to mention that I definitely wasn’t into being shared by a bunch of demon dudes. 

“Good,” she responded and curled her arms around my neck and back. She pulled me closer, and I banished the tablet to get it out of the way. I looped my arms around her waist and squeezed her tight, then lowered my mouth to hers.

Zillah’s passion engulfed me like a firestorm. For an endless moment, the heat of her mouth against mine devoured all my concerns and worries. When we parted, I felt energized and ready to take on the world.

“Thanks,” I said. “I needed that.”

I debated where to find the other sixty-five thousand cubic feet of passage volume that I needed before I finally decided the simplest option was the best option, even if it would make a retreat almost impossible. 

I commanded the Tablet of Engineering to reduce the spiral ramp and the passage to the chasm to their minimum size. That reduced my used space to roughly sixty-three thousand cubic feet and gave me a little less than one hundred and forty thousand cubic feet to work with.

That’d do.

I reached out to Nephket to see how she was doing and caught a glimpse of the hills as she ran through them. I had no idea where she was headed to rendezvous with the rest of the wahket, but I hoped it wasn’t far. Something told me we didn’t have much time before the raiders had our backs to the wall.

I focused on the tablet and willed the passage to push ahead to the spot I’d marked for Nephket. Once I had that out of the way, Zillah and I could turn our attention back to reaching the stele. With any luck, the wahket would have joined up with us by that point, and we could storm the Guild’s gate and shut it down.

I still hadn’t figured out how we were going to kill off the rest of the raiders, but I was confident I’d think of something. As long as the Guild couldn’t bring in a pack of high-level assholes to wipe out my core, I could deal with the rest.

[[[Obstacle in path. Manual passage guidance required.]]]

A string of curses burst out of me. I really did not need this mess right now. 

“Come with me,” I said to Zillah and headed off to complete the wahket’s rescue tunnel.

It was difficult going, and what I’d thought would be a simple walk of twenty minutes or less turned into what felt like an endless ordeal. Zillah and Pinchy used their vibration senses to guide me around other monsters and away from open caverns and other hazards. The process burned up valuable space and time, but we didn’t have the manpower to risk fighting our way through a straighter line.

While I struggled to reach the rendezvous point, I couldn’t spare concentration to reach out to Nephket. I also didn’t want to discourage or distract her with the news that it would take us much longer to arrive than I’d thought. She had her own worries, and I needed her to concentrate on them instead of wasting time giving me status reports.

Finally, the tunnel breached the hillside. A gust of fresh air washed over Zillah and me, and the last rays of the setting sun cast a bloody red light into the passage’s mouth.

“I thought you said there’d be sexy cat girls here,” Zillah said.

My heart fell. I’d expected to be greeted by the exuberant wahket and my determined familiar, but there was nothing in front of us but more hills and a few scrubby trees. I double-checked the tablet, but, no, we were in the right spot.

Something had gone wrong.

“Are you okay?” I asked Nephket.

“The dark elf,” she answered after a long, panic-inducing silence. “She intercepted us. She’s with a patrol group of raiders, and we can’t get around them to reach you.”

“Shit,” I said. The Tablet of Engineering appeared in my hands instantly, and I zoomed out until I found the glowing green dot that represented my familiar.

She was almost two miles to the west of me.

“Are the raiders to the east of your position?” I asked. 

“Yes,” Nephket responded. “Our scouts think the dark elf’s forces are about a half mile away from us in that direction. I don’t know how we’ll reach you.”

“You won’t,” I said. “I’m bringing the dungeon to you.”

Zillah frowned at my words and tapped the dungeon’s floor with her spear.

“How are we going to reach them in time to stop the raiders from using their gate to summon the extermination squad?” Zillah asked. “It took most of the day to get this far.”

“We had to work our way up through the Great Below to get from the chasm to this point,” I said. “And as far as I know, there’s nothing that says my dungeon’s passages have to be buried. I made a path across the open cavern, so I should be able to shoot one through these hills without much trouble.”

“You keep getting smarter,” Zillah said. “Let’s go fuck up some raiders.”

Shooting the passage across the surface saved us from subterranean dangers, but we weren’t out of the woods yet. The biggest problem we faced was the sheer distance. Two miles of standard corridor would eat up more than a half a million cubic feet of volume, which was way beyond my limit.

But there was no rule that said the corridor had to stay the same size while I pushed it. I narrowed the tunnel behind us to its minimum size, then began the taxing process of covering way more ground than I should have been able to.

My plan was to shrink the passage behind us to the minimum size as we went. Zillah and I would have a comfy ten-by-ten cube to walk in, and I’d choke it down to the narrower size as we moved along. It was hard work, but there was no other way to make it work. I just hoped we didn’t get ambushed while I had my nose buried in my tablet.

Zillah and I rushed headlong down the new passage, its leading edge always just a few feet ahead of us. The scorpions weren’t fast enough to keep up the pace, and so they rode on Zillah’s tail, which dragged on the ground behind us because she didn’t have room to curl it up above her head like she normally carried it.

“This is exciting,” Zillah said. “I hope we don’t all die.”

“I second that,” I said.

I didn’t get tired from all the running, which was a nice side effect of having no real material body. I was still limited to a running pace, though, because I had to constantly concentrate on keeping the passage ahead of us open, choking it down behind us, and my eyes peeled for trouble. If I ran us into the raiders, we wouldn’t have much warning before they were on us.

Fortunately, that didn’t happen. We did run into the lair of some terrifying beast as we shot through a hill, though, and I was very glad that the monster who’d bitten the back half off an eight-foot-long rat was not home when I drove a freight train of a dungeon tunnel through its territory. Something big was out here, and it was awfully close to the surface.

“I want to fight whatever did that,” Zillah said as we passed the giant rat’s corpse. “I’d be willing to die for that experience.”

“I don’t want you to die at all,” I said.

“I know that,” Zillah said as we raced along. She seemed to have no trouble keeping up with me, and I wondered if it was her extra legs or some supernatural reserves of stamina that helped her maintain that pace as we ran. “But as long as I’m in your dungeon, there’s no danger of it being permanent. If I take a bad shot, I’ll be back the next day at sunset.”

“And what happens if you’re not in my dungeon and something goes wrong?” I asked.

“Oh,” Zillah said. “Then I’m just dead. Really, really dead. I might end up back in the grove of withered trees, but I’m not certain. My memory’s a little fuzzy about how that works.”

A cold tingle of dread crawled up my spine as she spoke. She’d been outside my dungeon when she’d gone after the wight. If it’d been more powerful than she’d expected...

“I know what you’re thinking,” Zillah said. “And it never would’ve happened. I’m really tough. Trust me.”

I hoped she was right because something told me we were in for a hell of a fight over the next few hours.

“They’re getting closer,” Nephket said. “I can hear their picket. They’re not even trying to be quiet. We don’t have long—oh, no.”

“What is it?” I exclaimed as I tried to move faster. 

“It’s the dark elf,” she said. “She’s on one of the hills above us. Her eyes are glowing. She’s casting a spell.”

“We’re almost there,” I said. “Get your people ready. As soon as you see the passage, get your people inside.”

We were minutes away from the wahket, but it felt like I was already hours too late. Nephket didn’t say another word, but my thoughts were still with hers, and I felt the tempest of emotions churn inside her mind. She hoped I would be there to rescue them, but she feared the dark elf would reach them first.

“When we get there,” I said to Zillah, “if the dark elf gets close to the dungeon, I want you to kill her.”

“Oh, a drow?” Zillah asked. “They’re so sexy. It’s almost a shame to kill them, but they do tend to be evil bitches.”

“We’re almost there,” I said. “As soon as the passage opens, cover the wahket until they can get inside.”

I hated to put Zillah in that kind of danger, but I didn’t see an alternative. The wahket weren’t fighters, and I didn’t think they had any weapons to speak of. Their only chance of survival lay in getting into the tunnel before the raiders or the dark elf reached them. Zillah was the only chance they had.

And then, before I could worry about the situation any more, the passage burst into the valley where the wahket huddled. Zillah charged past me with her spear raised high overhead.

“Get in here!” I called to Nephket.

But by the time I’d finished my sentence, the first wahket had already entered. They passed through me in a warm rush and shivered as my essence caressed each one of them. It was a strange experience, and I caught flashes of their memories as they moved into and then out of my body. They were all terrified, but they were all confident that their dungeon lord would save them.

For the first time in my life I understood what it felt like to be a hero. Not just the glory, but the weight of its responsibility. These beautiful women trusted me. They needed me. I couldn’t let them down.

Zillah was perched on a rocky outcropping to the north of the passage’s opening. She held her spear across her shoulders and scanned the horizon for trouble.

“The dark elf’s up there,” she said. “The tallest hill to the northwest. I can feel her casting a spell, but I don’t know what it will do. She’s still moving, so I don’t think she’s in range yet. You want me to get up there and ram this spear so far up her ass she can taste the dead wight on its tips?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at Zillah’s gleeful hunger for violence. She was wild and untamed, a creature built to live a brutal, violent life, but she also relished every moment of her existence. Though we hadn’t met very long ago, I couldn’t imagine my life without the scorpion queen in it.

“Hold your ground,” I told her. “I don’t want you to get separated from us by the raiders.”

“Fine,” Zillah grumbled. “But if I see a chance to take a shot at the drow, I’m going for it.”

Nephket urged the rest of her people to get into the passage. She watched as the sorceress descended the hill toward us, arcing strands of purple light darting between her fingers while strange and unholy words rolled off her tongue like the rattle of misshapen coins tossed into a copper bucket.

I didn’t know what Kezakazek was up to, and I didn’t want us to stick around to find out.

But as fast as the wahket entered the passage, I knew it wouldn’t be fast enough. I was close to the maximum volume, and I had to keep reshaping the passage to fit all the cat women inside. A traffic jam had formed deeper into the tunnel, leaving the last ten of the wahket stranded outside as Neph urged them to hurry.

“Move!” I shouted.

The dark elf flung her hands toward Nephket, and a ball of sparking energy streaked through the air toward my familiar. Droplets of acid sizzled as they struck the ground along the spell’s flight path, and I shuddered at the images my mind conjured of the damage that spell would do to Nephket.

The priestess didn’t hesitate to follow my order. She flung herself to the side and dragged two other wahket to the ground with her. The sphere ripped through the space they’d just left and slammed into the hillside.

“Zillah!” I shouted. “Stop the sorceress!”

“On it,” Zillah snarled and threw herself off her perch. She landed hard a few yards away from the dark elf and scrambled across the sandy terrain as all eight of her legs kicked up dust and grit. Her tail curled into striking position.

“Go,” Nephket pleaded with the wahket. “Keep moving.”

Her words worked wonders on the cat women, and the line began to move again. She murmured to her people, keeping them calm and motivated, and soon they’d all vanished into the passage’s dark mouth.

Meanwhile, Zillah darted and dashed around the dark elf as she sought an opening. Her tail whipped through the air, and I was sure the sorceress was about to die.

“Shield!” the drow shouted in an arcane language I understood thanks to Rathokhetra’s memories.

Zillah’s tail rebounded off an invisible barrier of magical force with such violence it twisted her body hard to the left. She swung her spear in a desperate slash, but the drow easily evaded the wild attack.

“Fall back!” I shouted to Zillah.

“I can take her,” the scorpion queen snapped at me.

But it wasn’t just the sorceress I was worried about. Pinchy and the rest of the scorpions were agitated, and they crawled up onto the ceiling of the passageway. Their tails tapped out an angry rhythm that warned me we were out of time.

The sorceress had showed herself as a distraction. She wanted us focused on her so we didn’t notice the real threat as it sneaked up the hill over the top of my tunnel.

“The raiders are almost here!” I shouted. “Fall back.”

Zillah shrieked in rage and took one last stab at the dark elf. She missed, but she’d struck with such force her spear kicked up sparks from the rocks near the sorceress’s feet and peppered them both with flying sand.

The scorpion queen whirled away from her target and scrambled down the hill toward me. I’d expected the dark elf to hold her ground and fling spells at Zillah’s back, but instead she drew a dagger and charged after the scorpion queen. Her eyes were wild and purple flames streamed from them as she raced for the passage.

The raiders jumped down from the side of the hill above the dungeon corridor and landed three feet in front of me. They were a motley crew of all races, armed and unarmored; some wielded bows, others prepared spells. 

Zillah’s feet skittered across the valley’s sandy floor as she changed course. The raiders were between her and her exit.

“I’m coming for you, dungeon lord,” Kezakazek howled. “I will have your core!”

Zillah doubled back and swung her tail at the sorceress. Its envenomed tip missed the drow, but the bulbous venom sac slammed into the dark elf’s shoulder and knocked her off her feet.

Kezakazek grunted as her ass hit the sand, but she bounced up to her feet almost instantly. She slashed at Zillah with more ferocity than skill, and the scorpion queen parried the dagger with a quick flick of her spear.

“Kill her!” the drow shouted.

The raiders rushed forward at Kezakazek’s words. A half-dozen arrows and crossbow bolts slammed into the sand around Zillah, and she deftly switched positions to keep both the charging knot of raiders and the sorceress in view.

“What is she doing?” Nephket asked. “Why doesn’t she just get in here so we can run?”

“She’s buying us time,” I said. “If she comes this way, the raiders will, too.”

“Then we need to go,” Nephket said. Her eyes gleamed in the dying sunlight. 

“Follow the tunnel,” I said. “If it gets too small for you to walk, you may have to crawl until I can expand it again.”

“I won’t leave you to face them alone,” Nephket said. “Please don’t do this.”

“I have to stay here until Zillah can get into the tunnel,” I said. “And I have to seal it behind us to keep the raiders from coming this way. Get your people to safety.”

“Don’t leave us,” Nephket said. She stood on her tiptoes and cradled my head in her hands. Then she pressed her lips to mine in a brief, fierce kiss and headed into the darkness with the rest of the wahket. They wouldn’t be able to see as they walked, but they wouldn’t have to. There were no branches or hazards in the tunnel. They just had to keep moving.

Zillah darted around the leading edge of the raider mob, and her spear lashed out like a flickering serpent’s tongue. The weapon’s tines ripped open the chest of one raider and sliced off another’s ear. A third wailed and threw his shield up, but he wasn’t fast enough to stop Zillah’s stinger. The barbed tip buried itself in his throat, then ripped free in a spray of blood and venom.

That display of savage violence made the rest of the raiders rethink the fight. There was no treasure here, but there would be plenty of pain for anyone who got too close to Zillah. Their postures changed from aggressive to defensive.

Zillah sprinted away from the turtled raiders and scrambled down the hill toward the passage. A wild grin stretched her cheeks tight, and her eyes seemed to glow with joy. I’d never seen her so happy, not even when we’d been banging each other’s brains out. She was built for war, and she loved it.

The sorceress didn’t hesitate for even a second to chase after Zillah. Kezakazek was bent on vengeance, and her dagger glowed with a hellish red fire.

I don’t know where she’d picked that little gadget up, but I didn’t like the looks of it. It was time to get the hell out of there.

Zillah was faster than the drow, but not by much. She leaped across the last yard to the dungeon’s entrance and shot past me like a charging bull.

Kezakazek was hot on the scorpion queen’s heels, though, and I knew I didn’t have time to seal the dungeon before the drow could cross its threshold. And once she did that, I wouldn’t be able to change the passage at all until we’d forced her back out or killed her. That delay might give the raiders their nerve back, and then we’d have a big fight on our hands. 

Time for a different plan.

I raised a three-foot-high wall at the mouth of the passageway and then surprised the dark elf by moving it five feet forward. She was moving too fast to change course, and she slammed into the barrier. Her dagger flew from her hand, and she flailed her arms wildly but failed to regain her balance. Kezakazek hit the sand hard and glared into the passage’s mouth with raw hatred in her eyes.

“I will have that core,” Kezakazek shrieked. She dragged herself to her feet and scrambled for her dagger, then rushed the dungeon’s entrance. I pulled the barrier back to the dungeon’s entrance and waited until Kezakazek leaped to cross the low wall.

Then I sealed the barrier.

There was a faint thump as the dark elf slammed into the stone wall. Despite the fact that the beautiful, crazy dark elf was separated from me by a few feet of stone, I still didn’t feel like I was out of her reach. I hoped she believed I was on my way back to my dungeon right now with Zillah and a small army of wahket. I did not need her storming my castle while I was tied up with the Guild’s gate.

“Everything all right?” Nephket asked. She’d found her way back to me in the dark, and her hands gently stroked my chest and face. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Just have a lot of balls in the air right now,” I said. “What can I do to help your wahket?”

“Light,” she said. Nephket pressed her body against mine and kissed my chin, my cheeks, and my lips. She nipped at my mouth, and a rumbling purr throbbed from within her chest. “But not just yet.”

For that one minute, Nephket and I were alone in the dark. We breathed in one another’s scent and tasted each other until our cares receded. Her kisses were like fresh jolts of energy to my system, and by the time she pulled away from me I felt like the Energizer Bunny with a fresh set of batteries.

It was time to move.

With a snap of my fingers, I lit up the passage with a golden glow that banished the chill from the subterranean air and provided the wahket with enough light to see by without ruining their night vision.

“All right, kids,” I said. “Let’s kill a gate.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 11: The Necropolis
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NEPHKET HERDED THE wahket forward while Zillah scouted ahead with Pinchy and her friends. I didn’t really think we’d run into anything in the tunnel I’d just created, but far better safe than sorry.

As the cat women and the scorpion queen moved ahead of me, I sealed the passage behind us and moved the extra volume to the passage in front of us to make sure the way ahead was clear. We needed to move quickly, and to do that I had to keep the passage open wide enough for the wahket to walk at least two abreast and stand upright. Crawling wouldn’t get us to the Guild’s gate in time. 

Handling the passage on both of its ends was a welcome distraction from my worries about Kezakazek. The dark elf’s ambition and allies had thrown a monkey wrench into my plans. It weighed so heavily on my mind that it must have shown on my face.

“You don’t look very happy to see me,” Nephket teased as she and Zillah fell back from the front to check in with me. She swished her tail across my shins and gave me a devilish grin. “You did miss me, right?”

“Yes, we did,” Zillah said, her voice low and husky. “I’ll show you just how much later.”

Nephket blushed at that, but she also raised an eyebrow in a way that suggested Zillah might be about to bite off more than she could chew. Things were about to get very interesting in my life.

If we survived what came next.

“I did,” I said. “It’s that dark elf. She’s more dangerous than I thought.”

“One problem at a time, Lord—” Nephket said.

“Clay,” I cut her off.

“—Rathokhetra,” she continued. “You cannot conquer the world all at once. You must first remove the pebbles from your path.”

That sounded an awful lot like a Bible verse, but I let it slide. Nephket was a true believer, and I saw no sense in fighting against that. I wanted her to work with me, and if she needed to believe I was this Lord Rathokhetra, I’d swallow my pride and let her believe that.

But I really wished she’d call me Clay.

“You’re right,” I said. “The gate, then the rest of the raiders.”

“Do you have a plan for that yet?” Zillah asked. “Other than turning me loose to do your evil bidding.”

“That’s the plan so far,” I said with a grin. “You should be able to handle fifty or so first-level raiders by yourself.”

“I like your confidence,” Zillah said. She swirled her tail around my shoulders, then brushed it across Nephket’s lower back. “I’m headed back to the front.”

“Me, too,” Neph said. As she walked away, her tail swished from side to side. Every movement lifted the back of her skirt a little more. By the time she’d walked into the crowd of wahket to make her way to the front, the view had chased my worries away.

By the time I’d made it back to my original tunnel, the wahket had all gathered near the edge of the chasm. They peered into its depths while Zillah and Nephket watched over them. I took a moment to peek at the Tablet of Engineering and was relieved that I saw no enemies inside my dungeon. Whatever else Kezakazek was up to, she hadn’t convinced the Guild to raid my core.

Thank the gods for small miracles.

“Everyone accounted for?” I asked Nephket.

“Yes,” she said with a grateful smile. “We didn’t lose anyone.”

“I’m glad,” I said and meant it. I felt personally responsible for these cat women, and I’d be damned if some punk-ass first-level raiders hurt them.

I tried to reclaim the last segment of the rescue tunnel, but as I willed it away a red message floated into my view.

[[[Do you wish to seal this passage? Once sealed, a passage cannot be recreated until a new path is found.]]]

Well, wasn’t that special?

I didn’t expect to need that rescue tunnel again, but I still felt a twinge of regret when I sealed it off. That message also told me I’d have to think hard about sealing up passages until I was sure I wouldn’t need them.

Being a dungeon lord was a tremendous pain in the ass.

I moved to the end of my original passage, which was open on the chasm end. I draped my arms over Nephket and Zillah’s shoulders, and they both smiled at one another, then at me.

“Are your ears burning?” Zillah asked.

“Should they be?” I shot back.

“Oh, yes,” Nephket said. “Can we cross the chasm?” 

“No, that’s our next problem," I said. “I’m not sure how deep this overgrown sinkhole is, but we’re going to try to go under it.”

“That seems dangerous,” Nephket said. “We don’t know what’s down there.”

“We don’t know what’s across the chasm, either,” Zillah said. “Or what’s on either end of that great ugly hole. We’ll just have to take our chances.”

Nephket nodded sharply, but she didn’t seem put out by Zillah’s words. The priestess was smart enough to know she might not know everything.

“It will be dangerous,” I said. “We have some time, and I need to think about the best way to approach this big dig. I think it’s time for the wahket to learn how to fight.”

Zillah raised an eyebrow at my suggestion, then gave a shrug. She obviously didn’t think much of the cat women’s fighting ability, but that didn’t surprise me. Zillah didn’t consider anyone to be her equal in the martial arts.

“How?” Nephket asked. “And with what?”

“We’re still in my dungeon, which means I still have access to all that loot,” I said. I summoned the Tablet of Transformation and reviewed my options.

I took a quick head count of the wahket wandering around near the chasm. There were thirty-two of the cat women, none of whom looked too beat up to fight. Their fur was stained with soot from the raiders’ fires, and their eyes were wide and scared, but I felt in my gut that they were up to the challenge.

“Let’s keep it simple,” I said. I ran my finger along the Tablet of Transformation until I found what I was looking for. “Half of them get spears and shields, the other half crossbows. Everybody gets leather armor.”

As I spoke, I went to work on the tablet. I converted two of the breastplates, which paid for all the crossbows and the leather armor with eighty gold pieces left over. I spent forty-eight of those gold pieces on sixteen spears, three hundred and twenty crossbow bolts, and sixteen crossbow bolt cases the wahket could wear over their shoulders. That left me with thirty-two gold pieces, but I needed one hundred and sixty for sixteen shields. 

I broke down the chain shirt and sledgehammer I’d taken from the big stupid warrior I’d hacked apart with my khopesh and then converted the spiked chain we’d looted from the orc barbarian to round things out. When it was all said and done, I had two spare gold pieces sitting in my sarcophagus and a whole stack of gear for the wahket piled up on the dungeon floor in front of me.

“Zillah,” I said, “get the cat women outfitted and ready for battle. Nothing fancy, all right? Spears and shields need to learn how to rank up and keep the bad guys at bay while the crossbows bring on the pain. Other than that, you’re free to show them whatever you want. You’ve got an hour.”

“My pleasure,” Zillah said with a dark twinkle in her eye. “I’ll have these furry pussies whipped into shape before you know it.”

The scorpion queen winked at Nephket and snapped a sharp salute to me and then barked a stream of orders at the wahket.

“She is something else,” Nephket said. “I hope she’s not jealous.”

I admired Zillah’s drive. She had the wahket lined up in record time and explained to them how to don their leather armor. It looked like an uphill battle from where I sat, but I had faith she’d get the job done.

“She’s not jealous of you,” I said. “Are you jealous of her?”

Nephket placed her palm against my chest, right over my heart. The tips of her claws pressed against my skin just hard enough to break the first layer and make me very careful not to move quickly.

“Not of her,” she said with a sly grin. “She’s yours. And because I’m your familiar, that makes her mine. She knows that?”

“Oh, she knows it,” I said. “And likes it.”

Nephket moved in closer to me, her eyes wide and luminous in the golden light from the passageway. She glanced toward Zillah, who gave each of the wahket personal attention and help in getting into their armor. Then the cat woman looked up at me, and the hunger I saw in her eyes ignited my own.

I pulled her close to me and leaned back against the wall of the passageway. My hands roamed across the skin between the thin strap on the back of her halter and the low waist of her coined skirt. Her muscles were sleek and smooth under skin softer than I’d imagined possible. I wanted her, then and there, but there wasn’t time. I made do with a deep, passionate kiss that stole the air from our lungs. I felt like I was drowning in Nephket, and I didn’t care. If this was how it ended, maybe that was all right.

“Spears!” Zillah shouted. She snatched weapons from the pile I’d created and tossed them to the wahket seemingly at random. The cat women surprised me with their agility and snatched their new weapons out of the air. None of the spears hit the ground, and the wahket raised them in an impromptu salute.

“Lord Rathokhetra!” they shouted. Their voices echoed through the cavern and rebounded from the steep walls of the chasm. I hoped nothing down there had heard them.

The scorpion queen glanced at Nephket and me and gave us an encouraging grin.

“Later,” she mouthed.

It was a promise, and I couldn’t wait for the chance to take her up on it.

Nephket blushed, but she didn’t pull away for me. She leaned her head against my chest. The three stripes of fur on her cheek tickled my skin.

Ten minutes later, Zillah had explained the basics of the spear formation to the wahket she’d armed. They picked it up quickly, and I had to wonder if it was something to do with their past. Rathokhetra’s memories told me the cat folk had once been mighty warriors. Their men had been almost seven feet tall and thick with muscle until a great curse had destroyed them all and left their women alone. Other memories told me those same women had become warriors out of necessity, and their mercenary companies had been just as feared as their departed menfolk.

“I never thought I’d see this,” Nephket said. There was a wistful, almost sad note in her words, and I understood what she meant.

She and her people had lived in peace for a long time, hidden away in the Kahtsinka Oasis. She was glad the wahket could take up arms and defend themselves but sorrowful that it was necessary.

“We do what we must,” I said. “It’s all we can do.”

We said nothing for the next thirty minutes while we watched Zillah do what she could to get the wahket ready to fight. The spear women could soon drop into a quick blocking formation, hunched low behind their shields with their weapons jutting forward like the quills of a porcupine. Behind them, the crossbows leaned forward to fire over their heads.

They weren’t professional soldiers, not by a long stretch, but if they could keep their nerve, we might have a chance when we reached the gate and had to fight the guards there. My hope was that we’d overwhelm them with a sudden surprise attack and superior numbers, but if the raiders had some higher-level adventurers there, I wanted my people ready to stand their ground.

Zillah stalked back over to Nephket and me when her hour was up. She snapped the heels of her human feet together and offered me a brisk salute. She bowed low to Nephket and took one of the priestess’s hands in hers. She kissed Neph’s knuckles and then shot me a sly wink.

“They’re as good as they’re going to get,” she said. “I hope it’s enough.”

“It has to be,” I said. “It’s time to move. Get everyone back in the passage behind me. I’m going to build us a spiral ramp. Hopefully we don’t have far to go before we get below the chasm.”

“I’m sure you won’t lead us astray,” Neph said. She patted my cheek then and joined Zillah, who’d taken her job as drill sergeant very seriously. 

It took another ten minutes to get everyone organized and ready to move. It wasn’t that the wahket were unruly or difficult to deal with, it was just a matter of lining everyone up in a reasonable order. I’d decided the wahket should march two abreast, with Zillah and me in the lead, followed by a pair of spears, followed by a pair of crossbows, followed by another set of spears, and so on down to the end of the line. Nephket held up the rear, because I needed eyes back there in case of trouble, and there was no one else I could trust for that.

Pinchy gave me the scorpion equivalent of an angry grunt at that thought, but I just chuckled. She knew her eyes were terrible even if she did have a better sense of vibrations than the rest of us.

“Let’s move,” I said. “Nephket, if we run into trouble, I need the spears to help Zillah deal with it. Have the crossbows take shots when they’re clear but remind them to check their targets. We don’t want any of our people catching a bolt in the back.”

That’s how we began our descent. 

I concentrated on the spiral ramp again, which was even more of a pain in the ass the second time. I was getting better at the process, but it still took most of my mental power to visualize the three-dimensional space I needed as I wound down deeper and deeper into the earth. I’d added to my burden by narrowing the passage behind us, because I wanted to keep plenty of volume free if I needed to make sudden course corrections or expand the passage to let more wahket deal with any threat that reared its ugly head.

Pinchy guided me as I kept the winding ramp as close as possible to the chasm itself. Zillah also tapped her spear against the wall every two or three turns of the ramp to analyze the vibrations herself. We went on like that for what felt like hours, but the Tablet of Engineering told me we’d only descended one hundred and thirty feet when Zillah stopped me.

“I think we’re below the chasm,” she said. “The vibrations aren’t hitting a hollow space in that direction anymore.”

Pinchy concurred with Zillah’s analysis, and I let out a deep breath. We still had plenty of volume left, more than enough to reach the stele even if I made the tunnel ten feet wide and just as tall.

“Here we go,” I said. “Check the roof as we move, I don’t want to pop up in the bottom of the chasm. The stele is forty or so feet above our current position, and about a thousand feet ahead.”

Pinchy and her cohorts immediately scrambled up the wall and positioned themselves on the ceiling. Their clawed feet tapped out a staccato double-time rhythm as they scurried ahead of us, and I opened the passageway a little farther ahead than normal to give them their head. It made the scorpions happy to scout for me, and it made me happy to have as much warning as I could get of a possible terrain change.

“This mobile dungeon is really a pretty good idea,” Zillah said. “The other dungeon lords are going to be pissed when they find out what you’re up to.”

“Other dungeon lords?” I asked.

“We’ll talk about it later,” Zillah said. “If there were any nearby, you’d already know about it.”

I put that topic of conversation into my back pocket and left it there. I had more than enough on my plate without borrowing any new troubles. Plus, maybe I could work out a peace treaty with any dungeon lords who happened to be nearby. Why should we compete when we could work together to punish the raiders for their bullshit?

Twenty minutes later, we were about a hundred yards away from the stele, and a little more than ten feet below it.

“Hold up,” Zillah said. Pinchy had returned a few moments earlier and dropped onto the scorpion queen’s shoulder. “The scouts say there’s a cavern above us. A good-sized one. They couldn’t make out the entire dimensions, but it’s at least fifty yards across, maybe more.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “I’ll move the tunnel right up to the stele, then build a ramp up to reach it.”

“The cavern isn’t the problem. There’s movement,” Zillah said. “A lot of it.”

I cursed, but we’d come too far to turn back now. We had to have the stele, no matter what creature or monsters guarded it. Because if we didn’t take it and then conquer the raiders’ gate, we were all dead. Better to take our chances here than die like rats in a hole later.

“I hope whoever’s up there is ready to die,” I said.

I increased the width of our passage to fifteen feet and asked Zillah to order a double row of spears into the lead. All sixteen of the spear-and-shield wahket crammed in close with their shields overlapped and their spears poised to thrust. They hunkered down low so the rank of eight crossbows could fire over their heads without drilling a bolt between the ears of the frontline fighters.

It was time to move out.

“Don’t advance beyond the end of the passage, no matter what you do,” I said, and Zillah repeated my order. “I’ll keep the walls up to protect our flanks, but if you get out ahead of them, you’ll be exposed.”

The wahket all nodded as Zillah relayed my commands, and low growls rumbled in their throats. The sound reminded me of the angry grumbles of hungry lionesses, and I felt a surge of pride in my new warriors.

Zillah and I took up positions behind the ranked warriors, and I called Nephket up to join us. The second squad of crossbows bunched up behind us to watch for an ambush in that direction. I doubted we’d have any trouble from the rear, but I could never be too sure. If we faced smart opponents, they might try to breach my dungeon walls and catch us in a surprise pincer attack.

I really hoped they weren’t that smart.

Hell, I was relying on my experience of tabletop wargaming to carry this off. Maybe I was the one who wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.

“Let’s move,” I said. “The tunnel will slope up, and I’ll get us as close to the stele as I can. Zillah, let me know if anything changes above us, and keep the lines of communication open with Pinchy.”

Everyone nodded in agreement as Zillah repeated my words, and even my scorpions slapped their tails against stone above us as if to acknowledge my command.

I shoved the nose of our passage up through the floor about fifty yards from the stele’s location, because I wasn’t sure what we’d face. If the stele was as powerful as Zillah had told me, there was a very good chance whoever was moving around here knew that and had set up guards nearby. I didn’t want to surface and find my team surrounded. Better to come at this with a little distance and give the archers a chance to even the odds before we closed to melee range.

The tunnel emerged through the stone floor like a curious whale poking its nose above the waves. We’d breached into a wide, circular cavern that was close to a hundred yards across and at least fifty feet tall. The scorpions had given me enough recon that I’d expected the cavern. 

But I hadn’t expected the temple.

An ancient and decrepit structure rose from the center of the cavern’s floor and surrounded the stele. Despite their obvious age, the stones and pillars of the structures seemed strong and sturdy. A pair of wide stone doors that were twice as tall as I was barred the entrance to the temple. Their surfaces were engraved with sinuous patterns that I couldn’t make out at this distance, but something about them gave me the heebie-jeebies. They weren’t right, somehow.

Then the doors creaked open, and what emerged from within the temple was even more not right.

Dozens of bulky humanoids with bandied legs and strange, hunched postures stomped out of the temple in uneven ranks. They held a mixture of heavy cudgels, unwieldy swords, and strangely curved daggers that glinted with black light. At first, I thought they wore no armor, but on closer inspection I realized that their defenses grew out of their flesh.

The lumbering troops looked like upright beetles, their backs covered with thick, irridescent carapaces that completely covered them from the backs of their heads down to their ankles. Their chests were crisscrossed with bands of thick, knotty chitin, and even their arms and legs were armored and had dangerous-looking spikes at the joints.

And their faces. Good God, those faces.

They looked almost human, but their eyes were massive compound lenses. Their mouths were split wide by yard-long mandibles that looked sharp enough to take an arm off in a single snip, and they had no noses to speak of. There was just enough humanity left in them to make me wonder if these creatures had once been something else, something more normal than the beastly creatures that stomped down the temple’s steps toward us.

Before I could react to this unexpected turn of events, Zillah leaped into action.

“We need to square up to face their charge,” the scorpion queen said to me. Then she slapped her hand on the back of the nearest wahket and shouted, “Spears down, crossbows fire!”

I willed the passage forward, then angled it slightly to the right so its open end faced directly up the stairs toward the temple doors. The beetle boys would have no choice but to march straight down the tunnel’s throat if they wanted to fight.

The wahket responded with better order than I’d expected. The front rank of spear women shifted as I moved the dungeon’s exit, then went down to one knee. The second rank leaned over their sisters and braced their shields on the shoulders of the wahket ahead of them. They formed a tight hedge of spear points that would make almost anyone think twice about charging.

The third rank of wahket, the first bearing crossbows, raised their weapons to their shoulders and took aim.

“Right flank!” the first wahket on that side shouted, and the warriors pivoted their aim.

The bug men outnumbered us at least three to one. They’d ranked up ten wide but had to adjust their position when they saw they’d never fit that many of their number into the tunnel. They had no shields and didn’t even try to hunker down as the crossbow bolts ripped through the air toward their flank.

All eight bolts slammed into the same scarab man, and he flopped back onto the ground with a strangled, inhuman cry. 

His companions didn’t even glance at the pincushioned warrior as they marched past him. They readied their weapons and began a ponderous advance across the twenty-five-yard gap to our position.

The wahket with crossbows knelt behind the spears and stomped on the stirrups of their weapons to reload. They rose a moment later and loosed, still concentrated on the right flank. Another bug man went down, something green sizzling from his mouth.

I was impressed by the accuracy and speed of the crossbows, but the two dead bugs had done nothing to slow the advance of their comrades.

“We’ll get one more volley,” Zillah said. “Then they’ll be on us.”

The way she said it wasn’t a warning. She hungered for battle. Zillah wanted the bug boys to close ranks with us so she could get in the fight. Her spear and tail were both long enough to reach past the front ranks of spear-wielding wahket, and I had no doubt she’d make a place for herself there.

The front row of spear women ducked low as the original rank of archers rose up to their full height and fired again. Bolts tore into the right side of the approaching formation, and another bug man went down in a spray of shattered chitin and green gore. The bad guys were almost on top of us.

More than anything, I wanted to incarnate, draw my khopesh, and lay waste to these assholes who dared to stand in my way.

That gave me an idea.

“I’m extending the passage ahead of us,” I said. “I want their ka.”

The Tablet of Engineering responded to my wishes instantly, and the passage forged ten feet ahead of the wahket. That brought it to the very feet of the first bug men, where it stopped cold.

[[[Unable to extend passages into populated space.]]]

“Hold your ground!” I shouted to keep the wahket from rushing forward. I needed the bug creatures inside my dungeon, not dying at its threshold.

Zillah barked my orders at the wahket, and they braced themselves for battle.

I focused my attention on the first bug as he and his friends suddenly picked up their pace to an ungainly charge and crashed into the front ranks of the wahket. The wall of cat women bowed for a moment, and then their allies behind them braced and thrust their spears forward into the bodies of their attackers. The line held, but I wasn’t sure for how long.

[[[Tomb Scarabkin

Medium monstrosity, neutral evil

Armor Class: 14 (Natural Armor), 11 While Prone

Hit Points: 12 to 66 (Average 39)

Speed: 30 feet, burrow 10 feet

STR: 17 (+3)

DEX: 11 (+0)

CON: 13 (+1)

INT: 1 (-5)

WIS: 13 (+1)

CHA: 6 (-2)

Senses: Dark Sight 60 feet, Vibration Sense 60 feet, Passive Perception 11

Languages: Common, Fiend Speech

Challenge: 2 

Abilities

Burrowers Beneath the Earth: Tomb scarabkin burrow through dirt or stone at a rate of 10 feet per round using their acidic saliva and powerful mandibles. These tunnels are primarily used to search for the tombs of the Buried Kings, but they are also utilized when the scarabkin must head to the surface in search of corpses to feast upon or living victims to sacrifice to the blood oracles of their priestesses.

Devourers of Decay: The tomb scarabkin can regenerate 2 to 12 (Average 7) hit points per round if they have access to a corpse upon which to feast. While performing this action, the scarabkin are quite vulnerable. Any attacks made against them have advantage during the feasting round.

Actions

Bite: Melee Weapon Attack: +5 to hit, reach 5 feet, one target. Hit: 5 - 15 (Average 10) slashing damage plus 1 to 6 (Average 3) acid damage. 

Acid Spray: The tomb scarabkin spits acid in a line 30 feet long and 5 feet wide. Each creature in that line must make a DC 13 Dexterity saving throw, taking 3 to 18 (Average 10) acid damage on a failed save, or half as much damage on a successful one. Each scarabkin requires approximately one minute to recharge their acid spray before it can be used again.

Reactions

The tomb scarabkin do not seek conflict with other races, but their actions make it almost impossible to avoid. If left in peace, the scarabkin only attack others when they need sacrifices for their blood rituals.

Unfortunately, this is a monthly ritual and at least three sacrifices are needed. This puts the scarabkin in conflict with other races near their territories, as does the scarabkin habit of raiding surface graveyards for rotting meat to fill their bellies.]]]

Well, that was just lovely.

Not only were these overgrown dung beetles more than twice as powerful as my lowly first-level wahket soldiers, they also had some nasty tricks up their chitinous sleeves. The acid breath was bad, but the ability to devour the dead to regenerate themselves was much worse.

“Watch for their spit!” I warned Zillah. “Tell the wahket to keep their heads down or those bug men will burn them off.”

“Dammit,” Zillah snarled. “I hate spitters.”

Her tail darted forward at one of the scarab soldiers who’d been wounded in the initial clash with the wahket. The beastly warrior had reared back and spread his mandibles wide to unleash a volley of corrosive saliva, but he never had a chance. The tip of Zillah’s stinger punched through the side of the scarab’s face and burst out the top of his skull in a shower of gore. Zillah’s tail recoiled and prepared to strike again, but the scarabs didn’t seem to notice their friend’s death. 

Which was good for us. I’d been afraid the scarabs would pull back and unleash a few volleys of their corrosive saliva to soften us up. The wahket had the superior range with their bows, but it took an entire volley of crossbow fire to bring one of the scarabkin down. If their leader was any good at his job, our losses would have been very, very grave.

Fortunately, whoever ran the show on their side of the field sucked at his job.

The scarabkin had reduced the width of their ranks to enter the dungeon. Their bulky carapaces made it impossible for them to fit more than three abreast, which limited the attacks they could throw at the wahket. 

The stupid bastards didn’t know they’d been funneled into a killing trap until they’d already committed to the attack.

“Second rank, thrust!” Zillah shouted.

The wahket obeyed instantly. The front row of cat warriors shoved their shields forward to push their foes off-balance, and the second rank rammed their spears into the bodies of their enemies. The wounds they caused weren’t enough to kill the enemy warriors, but that wasn’t their plan.

The four warriors on the left side of the second rank slammed their weapons into the outermost scarabkin on their side. They bore down on their weapons and pinned the poor bastard against the side of my dungeon, while the wahket on the right did the same maneuver on their side. The front rank of cat women roared in triumph and thrust their own weapons deep into the trapped scarabkin’s bodies. Zillah followed up with a brutal strike of her tail and a powerful lunge from her forked spear to keep the scarabkin in the center of the fray off-balance.

The front rank ripped their weapons free of the scarabkin, then thrust again. In ten seconds, the cat women had taken down two of the three bug men in front of them without suffering a scratch.

“Second rank!” Zillah cried. “Strike center!”

All eight spears from the second rank shot past the shoulders of the warriors in the front row. The dead bodies of the third scarabkin’s allies gave the poor bastard no room to maneuver to avoid the attacks that came for him. He tried to deflect some spears with his chitinous arms and the heavy spiked cudgel in his right hand, but it was no use. Spears plowed through his armored body, and the front rank followed up with a furious rain of finishing blows.

“Steady up!” Zillah shouted. “Make them drag their own dead out of the way while you recover your breath. Those corpses are too big to walk over, and they’ll need the space to fight. In the meantime, archers, loose!”

Another flurry of crossbow bolts punched into the scarab on the right as he tried to drag his dead friend out of the way. The blistering barrage chipped holes in his shell to reveal a mass of goopy, green organs inside. He screeched and opened his mouth to spit, but the second rank of archers unleashed hell on the asshole, and he collapsed before he could make good on his attack.

The wahket kept up their savage defense, and the scarabkin’s wounds mounted. But the bug people weren’t going down without a fight, and soon the front rank of the wahket were bruised and battered. They held their ground, but they weren’t used to taking a hit, and their low level didn’t give them the endurance to stand up against such a relentless onslaught.

Zillah saw the problem at the same instant I did and went to work. She thrust her spear past the front ranks and took the head off one of the bug men, then finished another with a quick stab of her tail. The venom frothed violently from the wound she’d inflicted, and the bug man staggered back into his companions before he collapsed.

That gave the front line a moment to breathe, and Zillah took advantage of it. She grabbed two of the most badly wounded spear women and shoved them away from the front line.

“You two rest up,” she shouted. “The rest of you tighten ranks. Let’s show these butt lice how women fight!”

The scorpion queen’s words fired up the wahket, and they pushed back hard against the crush of scarabkin. Blows rained down on the front ranks, but they held their shields high to ward them off. Zillah’s spear flashed and darted as her tail lashed at our enemies, and for a moment, I thought we’d pull it off.

And then one of the wahket in the front ranks cried out and fell to one knee. She was exhausted by the attacks that hammered against her shield, and she just didn’t have the strength to stand.

The wahket behind her pulled the fallen warrior out of the fray, and one of their number stepped up to take her place. It was a valiant effort, but it wouldn’t be enough.

The bug men didn’t have to be stronger or better fighters than the wahket. They had numbers, and the willingness to throw their bodies onto the spears of their enemies until they dragged the cat women down. We were in a war of attrition, and we didn’t have the numbers to win that kind of fight.

Before despair set in, though, a calm, soothing voice surrounded us, and a white light filled the passageway. 

It took me a moment to realize the voice belonged to Nephket. She stood slightly behind me, her eyes closed and her hands raised with the palms facing the ceiling of the dungeon passageway. She sang a wordless tune, and waves of soothing white light flowed up from her hands and showered the wahket in luminous power.

The wahket ahead of me straightened, and their spines stiffened. They tightened their grips on their weapons and raised their shields a little higher. It wasn’t much, but the spell had clearly eased their fatigue, which would buy us some more time. 

But if we were going to win this battle, I needed to pull a trick out of my ass, and quickly.

“Good work, Neph,” I said. “Keep your people strong. I’m going to try to end this fight, but I need some time.”

I don’t know if she heard me or not, and it didn’t matter. She kept right on singing, her eyes closed and her hands raised. She’d do her job, and I’d do mine.

I had earned three ka from our clashes with the bug men so far. That wasn’t enough to incarnate, but it was enough to unlock The Dungeon Speaks. I activated that ability and five ka vessels emptied into my core.

“Hold them,” I shouted to Zillah over the din of battle. “For as long as you can. With any luck, you won’t have to for much longer.”

The scorpion queen shot me a glance and a wicked grin, then turned back to the fight. I had faith she’d fight until she couldn’t. That was all I could ask.

Nephket’s voice had gone ragged, but she didn’t stop singing. Her spell was the only thing keeping the rest of the wahket on their feet, and I knew that when she faltered so would they.

Before I left for my desperate mission, I cupped both hands around Nephket’s soft cheeks and kissed her gently on the forehead.

“I’ll be back soon,” I said. “Keep them alive.”

I retreated to the rear of the column of wahket and opened a new passageway that led down beneath the surface of the cavern. Pinchy had scuttled along behind me, deftly avoiding the wahket by climbing on the ceiling. I was glad she’d come, because I needed her.

“Let’s go, little buddy,” I said to her. “It’s time to open another front in this battle.”

It took less than a minute for me to create the passage I needed, and another minute of conferring with Pinchy to make sure I’d lined everything up correctly. The last thing I needed to do was open a passage in the wrong spot and ruin everything.

Before I could launch my new assault, though, I felt a sharp pang of fear gush out of Nephket’s thoughts and into mine. She still sang, but her strength wouldn’t last much longer. The front lines of our battle against the scarabs had ground down to a holding maneuver. The wahket kept the bug men from advancing, but the cat women were exhausted, and their attacks had grown weak. Even Zillah had slowed as her strength ebbed.

It wouldn’t be long before they were overrun.

“Not on my fucking watch,” I growled and returned to the main passage.

“This is your dungeon lord speaking,” I said to the back rank of crossbow-wielding wahket. “Enter the new passage I created. It’s time for you to be heroes.”

The wahket seemed nervous at first, but they still followed my orders. They charged down the passage, and I ran along with them. Their bodies mingled with mine as we moved, and I hoped the chill of my presence would let them know I was right there with them.

I focused on the last five feet of my passage, and it sloped upward and burst through the floor on the left side of the scarabkin’s column. We’d emerged from the steps leading into the temple, and the lip of the new passageway was ten feet over the heads of the scarabkin. They couldn’t reach us, but we could sure as hell could reach out and touch them.

“Turn them into pincushions,” I ordered. “Fire on those closest to the front rank. Drive them back.”

“Left front,” one of the wahket cried, and they all fired their weapons at once.

The chosen target’s carapace splintered as eight bolts found the back of his neck and head. He collapsed forward, into the passageway. The surprise attack disrupted the scarabkin’s attack, and the beetle boys milled about in confusion.

“Again!” the wahket cried in unison, and their crossbows sang. The bolts drilled into the back of another scarabkin, and his collapse into his brothers sowed confusion in their ranks.

The bug men were too stupid to use real tactics; they operated more on instinct than strategic senses. The wahket in the tunnel barred their path, but they weren’t a threat any longer. To the scarabkin, the real danger was from the bows above them that rained death onto their backs.

The leading body of bug men pulled back from the first dungeon passage and turned in unison to face my archers and me. Their mandibles opened wide, and a gout of frothy acid soared through the air.

“Back!” I shouted

The wahket didn’t need to be told twice. They retreated from the assault and watched in horror as the acidic saliva splashed onto the mouth of the corridor. The green slime sizzled and bubbled against the stone, but none of my people had been hit.

With the bugs out of the main passage, it was time to execute the second part of my plan. I willed that entrance to close.

I prayed no red message would flare across my vision and tell me I couldn’t close the passage because one of the bugfuckers was in the way.

But it didn’t happen.

“Thank you,” Nephket whispered in my mind. Even her thoughts were exhausted. “We couldn’t have held them much longer.”

“Retreat from that passage and follow the new branch I created,” I told her. “We’re going to do an end run on these dirtbags.”

The scarabkin turned toward the temple and climbed the steps with ponderous, plodding steps. They spat acid as they advanced, and their saliva hissed and sizzled on the passage’s lips, but they couldn’t reach us from their angle.

“Nice try, assholes.” I sealed that end of the passage. With a thought, I bent the corridor back on itself, and it surged up the stairs to the temple’s doors. I was done fucking around. It was time to steal the stele.

My passage stopped at the temple’s doors, and I ground my teeth in frustration.

[[[Unable to create passageway through this portal.]]]

“Fine,” I grumbled, and widened my passage until its edges surrounded the set of double doors. Then to the wahket, “Open the door, please.”

Four of cat women attached their crossbows to the brackets on the back of their armor next to their bolt cases, then headed for the doors. Two grabbed the massive pull ring on the right, and two grabbed the one on the left. With a shout, they threw their weight back and dragged the doors open.

Beyond the passageway’s end, I saw my target. The stele glowed like a freshly struck lightning rod, and runes of power danced across its surface. It pulled at me like the smell of fresh roast beef to a starving man.

I shoved the dungeon corridor forward, eager to get my hands on the prize. I’d claim the stele, expand my territory, and then rampage through the Guild’s gate like King Kong. This fight was as good as over...

A woman stepped out from behind the stele and into my path. The dungeon’s stone floor stopped at the tips of her toes, and she held up one hand like a traffic cop commanding me to halt.

The strange woman was almost as tall as I was and wore an iridescent cloak that swirled from her shoulders like a glittering cloud. A gown of loose gray cloth cascaded from her shoulders over her body, and its tone was so close to a perfect match to her skin that for a moment I thought she was naked. Feathery antenna rose from her temples and twitched in my direction as her bulbous eyes glared at me. She reminded me of a startled moth, beautiful despite her drab appearance.

“Begone, vile creature,” she snapped, and her hateful tone knocked her attractiveness from a solid eight down to a shaky six. All the curves in the world couldn’t make up for the spite that dripped from every syllable. 

She also sounded weird. Her voice was low and thrummed with strange undercurrents that gave it surprising depth and texture. A crackling white aura appeared around her as she raised one hand and formed a complicated geometric pattern in the air between us. “You will not claim the headstone of the Buried King.”

“We’ll see about that,” I quipped, and then grumbled because I realized she couldn’t hear me. She was outside my dungeon, which meant I was mute as far as she was concerned.

“Bring her into the dungeon,” I said to the wahket.

They glanced nervously at one another for a moment, then did as I asked. Whatever magic the strange woman had must have been meant to stop dungeon lords, not cat people, because the wahket strode straight through the pattern that hung in the air before the woman. She struggled against them, but their strong hands held her fast as they dragged her into the dungeon.

“This stele is mine,” I said in a tone I hoped sounded suitably impressive.

The woman’s head jerked from side to side as she sought the source of the words, and her antennae quivered. She looked satisfyingly terrified.

“I have watched over this place for a thousand years,” the woman said. “And my army of scarabkin will not allow your crime to stand. Claim the headstone, if you think you are able, but they will destroy you and your pets before the sun rises again.”

The woman’s voice was strong and filled with conviction, but I could see that her hand trembled as she held it before her, and her eyes were wide with fear. She was the most dangerous kind of enemy: too fanatical to back down and too scared to think logically. 

I focused my dungeon lord powers on her to get a sense of how hard she’d be to kill.

[[[Scarabkin Blood Oracle

Medium monstrosity, neutral evil

Armor Class: 14 (Natural Armor), 11 While Prone

Hit Points: 54 

Speed: 30 feet

STR: 13 (+1)

DEX: 11 (+0)

CON: 13 (+1)

INT: 1 (-5)

WIS: 17 (+3)

CHA: 15 (+2)

Senses: Dark Sight 60 feet, Vibration Sense 60 feet, Passive Perception 14

Languages: Common, Fiend Tongue

Challenge: 3 

Abilities

Blood Ritual of Seeing: The Scarabkin Blood Oracle may perform this ritual three times each month. The ritual requires eight hours to perform, culminates in the sacrifice of one intelligent creature, and grants the Blood Oracle a vision of the most powerful magical item within three miles of her present location. The Blood Oracle also knows the direction and distance to the magic item, as well as its relative power level. The Scarabkin Blood Oracle uses this ritual to guide her people to possible sites where the Buried Kings may be found.

Devourers of Decay: The Scarabkin Blood Oracle can regenerate 6 hit points per round if she has access to a corpse upon which to feast. While performing this action, the scarabkin is quite vulnerable. Any attacks made against her have advantage during the feasting round.

Actions

Corpseglow Scepter: Melee Weapon Attack: +6 to hit, reach 5 feet, one target. Hit: 4 to 19 (Average 11) bludgeoning damage plus 1 to 6 (Average 3) decay damage. Any non-scarabkin who sees the weapon cause damage must make a DC 13 Wisdom Save. Those who fail their save are frightened for 1 to 6 minutes. Those who succeed are frightened for 1 to 6 rounds. A corpseglow scepter will only work for a Blood Oracle and is treated as a normal cudgel by a member of any other race.

Acid Spray: The Scarabkin Blood Oracle spits acid in a line that is 30 feet long and 5 feet wide, provided that it has no creature grappled. Each creature in that line must make a DC 13 Dexterity saving throw, taking 3 to 18 (Average 10) acid damage on a failed save, or half as much damage on a successful one. The Blood Oracle requires one minute to recharge her acid spray before it can be used again.

Description

The Scarabkin Blood Oracle looks almost human in appearance, though the vestigial wings that drape from their shoulders and their opalescent, oversized eyes set them apart. Their gray skin has a slightly scaly feel and provides them with natural armor.

Lair and Lair Actions

The scarabkin prefer to lair amidst the ruins of the Buried Kings, but where that is not possible they will create burrows of their own beneath graveyards or other sites with ready access to rotten meat.]]]

A strange grinding noise echoed through the temple from the direction of its doors, and I glanced over my shoulder to see what the hell was going on.

“We have a problem, boss,” Zillah said. “Those bug men are chewing their way into the tunnel you made.”

The oracle sensed my distraction and made her move. With a savage cry, she tore loose from the wahket who held her and raced out of my dungeon. She spun in front of the stele to face the wahket and brandished a gruesome scepter that looked like it had been fashioned from a fresh femur.

“Take her down,” I said to the wahket. “Watch out for her spit and don’t get close to her. Fill her full of bolts.”

“We hear and obey,” the wahket shouted as one. 

The wahket formed a firing line at the edge of the dungeon, but the oracle moved behind the stele for cover. I wasn’t sure it could be damaged by a crossbow bolt, but I didn’t want to find out. I needed the damned thing intact, and I needed it soon.

“Circle around her,” I commanded the wahket. “Don’t shoot toward the stele if you can help it.”

“As you wish,” they shouted and charged to the attack.

The wahket threw themselves out of the passageway with their crossbows held at the ready. They moved with the sleek grace of hunting panthers and quickly formed a wide circle around the Blood Oracle.

“You will never take the treasure of the Buried Kings,” she shouted. 

While the wahket prowled around the crazed woman and looked for openings, I pulled up my Tablet of Engineering to see how much damage the stupid beetle people had caused.

Fortunately, the scarabkin didn’t look like they’d made much progress. They’d attacked the tunnel near the U-turn I’d taken to move it back up to the temple, a part of the tunnel that had thicker walls due to its curvature. Their mandibles and fancy acid spit might let them move through regular dirt or rock with ease, but they had some trouble with the artificial construction of my dungeon.

“Split your team,” I said to Nephket. “Send Zillah and half the spears around to the original passage to wait for my signal. You need to take the other half of the spears and the crossbows to the bend in the tunnel and be ready to attack as soon as you see the first one of those buggy little pricks.”

“On it,” Nephket said. But behind her terse response she pushed a feeling into my thoughts. It was as warm as a lover’s embrace and as invigorating as a shot of Red Bull in a cup of black coffee. It was her faith in my ability to lead us through this mess, and I appreciated it more than I could say.

The vibrato twang of a crossbow string drew my attention back to the fight before me. One of the wahket had seen an opening, and she’d taken it. Her bolt ripped through the oracle’s sleeve and drew a bright line of red blood across the woman’s bicep.

The oracle hissed in rage and made a desperate lunge for the wahket who had fired her weapon. What I’d taken for the oracle’s cloak flared behind her, and she rose from the ground as it flapped to life. The almost-vestigial wings gleamed like frosted glass in the golden glow that poured out of my tunnel and into the temple.

Before the crazed woman could reach the wahket, her mistake became her undoing. 

The cat women saw that they all had a clear line of attack now that the oracle was above the stele, and they took their shots. All seven of their crossbows fired and skewered the oracle with a series of meaty thunks.

The oracle hit the ground on the far side of the stele hard. Blood ran from her wounds and pooled on the floor. Red rivulets coursed away from her and flowed through faint cracks in the temple’s floor.

I saw my chance and took it. The tunnel surged forward until the stele was just inside of it, then stopped cold. I’d reached the edge of my territory.

The Blood Oracle raised her head and stared murderously into my tunnel. She couldn’t see me, but in that moment, she could sense me. She used her evil cudgel to drag herself up to her feet and reached toward me with one outstretched hand.

“No,” she cried. “You won’t have it. It belongs to us!”

The wahket didn’t wait to see what she’d do next. They’d already reloaded and fired on the oracle. Their bolts pierced her body in half a dozen places, and she fell to her knees again. Blood oozed from her wounds and flowed in a thick, red line straight for the stele.

“Buried Kings, hear my plea,” the Blood Oracle screamed. “Answer the cries of your faithful, oh ancient ones. Rise from your slumber and avenge this travesty!”

As the Blood Oracle’s screams echoed through the cavern, something answered her. Ragged cracks spread across the temple’s marble floors, and the stele vibrated in its position like a tuning fork struck with a mallet.

Something was coming.

“They’re here!” Nephket shouted and showed me a flash of a scarabkin as it shoved its oozing maw and clacking mandibles through the hole it had just created in my tunnel.

“Kill it,” I shouted. “I need their ka, and I need it now!”

I had no idea if I could stop the horror show started by the oracle if I claimed the stele, but it had to be worth a try. But to do that, I needed five more ka.

I also reached out to Zillah, who was actually paying attention to me this time.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“I’m about to open the tunnel ahead of you,” I told her. “Hit those stupid bugfuckers in the back as hard as you can. They’ll be sandwiched between you and Nephket, and I need you to make the most of the ambush. I need ka, and I need it before something big and bad shows up and eats us all.”

“Done,” she said, and I felt the rush of excitement that raced over her as she hurried through the opening I’d just created in the tunnel.

The wahket fired on the oracle again, and the last flight of bolts was the one that did the trick. She collapsed under the weight of those quarrels, and her opalescent eyes grew dark and glassy.

I glanced down at my forearm and saw two ka vessels had illuminated. The girls were on the attack. I just hoped they’d be fast enough.

A long, ugly crack zigzagged across the temple’s floor like a bolt of black lightning, and the wahket wisely fled back to the dungeon’s passage. The ancient building rumbled and groaned as the ground it had rested on for so long became restless. The ceiling shuddered, and a few chunks of stone dislodged and crashed to the floor, where they shattered into dust.

I checked my arm again and let out a sigh of relief when I saw three vessels had been filled. More than halfway there. Just a few more dead scarabkin, and I could save us all.

A movement at the crack in the temple floor caught my eye, and I watched in horror as a long, bony arm reared up from the hole. The forearm alone was as thick around as my waist and longer than I was tall. A strange blue fire wreathed the ancient, withered limb, and I knew I did not want to see that creature’s face.

The wahket with me backed away from the tunnel’s edge and held their crossbows at the ready. They hadn’t broken ranks, but they did not want to fight that giant undead monstrosity when it finally pried itself free of whatever tomb had held it for so very long.

The monstrous hand slammed down on the temple’s floor, just inches from the stele. The enormous creature tried to drag itself free of its subterranean prison, and its pointed black nails dug thick furrows in the stone floor.

The top of a massive head rose above the level of the floor. The greasy mop of hair slapped against the stone as the monster flung its skull left and right, infuriated that it was still trapped.

“Come on,” I muttered to myself and checked my arm again.

Four ka vessels. One to go.

A second hand joined the first, and the hideous creature pulled itself up until one baleful eye glared into the mouth of the passage. There was an ageless misery in that stare, as well as an endless hunger that wanted nothing more than to devour everything in its path. In a few moments that insane beast would drag itself out of that hole and chow down on everything in its path.

Including the wahket.

“Fuck you,” I growled and offered up a silent prayer as I looked down at my forearm.

Five motes.

“Later, dickhead,” I shouted and activated the Claim Stele ability.

A wave of power rushed through me. It reminded me of the time I’d pissed on an electric fence as a dare. Every fiber of my being vibrated as the unearthly power rolled through me, and for a moment I was afraid I’d fucked up.

Then my vision cleared, and I watched in horror as the Buried King made a desperate lunge. The upper half of its torso erupted from the crack in the floor, and it babbled a string of nonsense words that made my thoughts hurt and my soul ache.

The wahket wailed in terror, and their crossbows twanged as they unleashed a desperate volley into the horrible creature’s chest. The bolts stuck in its flaccid flesh and unleashed torrents of black blood, but the thing didn’t seem to have noticed.

“Just die,” I begged the thing. “This is not your place any longer. It belongs to me. Begone!”

The stele pulsed with a blinding flash of white light, and the Buried King screamed. Ribbons of its flesh unspooled from its body and burned to ash. Its crazed eyes boiled in their sockets and burst into blossoms of crimson goo.

“I do not forget,” the thing promised me. Its arms gave out when the last word left its mouth, and the horror slipped back through the crack in the floor. A last gust of putrid black smoke gushed out of the hole in the floor, and it was gone.

I might have been able to repair the temple, since it was part of my territory now, but I didn’t want to. Any house of worship that venerated the hideous beast I’d seen didn’t have any place near me. I took a quick look at the Tablet of Engineering, made sure I’d calculated correctly, and then created a new dungeon chamber right on the temple grounds.

My new work shattered the temple’s walls, and their stones crashed against the roof of my dungeon. Columns collapsed, and chunks of the temple’s ceiling crashed to the floor. In seconds, I’d razed the place to the ground.

“Good riddance,” I said.

Exhaustion ran through me like a raging river. I knew I didn’t need to sleep, but I wanted to stop, to just rest for a moment. 

But I knew I couldn’t.

“Neph,” I asked, “how goes the battle?”

“Good!” she answered in a tone that gave me a little of my energy back. She sounded not just happy, but triumphant. “Our pincer attack broke them. We killed a few, and then the rest panicked when that flash of lightning hit the temple. Zillah and her team have mopped up the few that tried to push back into the dungeon, so you should have a few more ka.”

I checked my forearm and saw three vessels lit. That was better than a sharp stick in the eye.

“Come to the temple,” I said. “Just follow the passage until you get here. We’re almost ready to move on the gate.”

“On our way,” Nephket said. “Can we have a mini-celebration?”

“Sure,” I said with a chuckle. “I think we’ve earned a little fun.”
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Chapter 12: A Dark Decision
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WE NEVER HAD THE CHANCE for that mini-celebration.

While Nephket and Zillah made their way through my tunnels to the new chamber I’d created to replace the temple, I checked the Tablet of Engineering.

And found the dark elf at the mouth of my dungeon. A pair of Guild guards blocked her path, but I knew they wouldn’t stand in her way for long. Kezakazek was nothing if not persuasive. And murderous.

The wahket burst into the new chamber singing a victorious song, and the crossbow women who’d killed the oracle joined them. Nephket and Zillah rushed to where I stood next to the stele, then slowed as they saw the look on my face.

“We have a problem,” I told them. “Kezakazek is headed for my core.”

“I’ll go kill her,” Zillah said. “There’s no way she can stand against me. I’ll tear that skinny bitch limb from limb and leave her head on the floor in front of your throne.”

“That’s a good idea, but there’s a problem,” I said. “I don’t have enough remaining volume to widen the passage behind us and open a path to the gate.”

“Then we’ll do both,” Nephket said. “We’ll hurry to the gate, destroy it, and then come back to kill Kezakazek. It will be close, but I think...”

“No,” I said. “I can’t make that gamble.”

“What would you have us do?” Nephket asked. “You’ve led us to one victory after another. How will we beat the Guild this time?”

“I need the two of you to lead the rest of the wahket to the Guild’s gate,” I said. “Zillah, use your vibration sense to scout for obstacles or other creatures. Neph, I’ll stay in contact with you so you can relay the information to me, and I’ll steer the passage accordingly. We need to end the passage right under the gate.”

Nephket blew out an exasperated sigh and crossed her hands over her chest.

“I’m your familiar,” she said. “I should be with you in this fight.”

“If it goes the way I’m expecting, there won’t be a fight,” I said.

“That’s optimistic of you,” Zillah said with a grin. “If Kezakazek is at the dungeon, it’s either because the Guild gave her permission to take another shot at it or because they’re too busy preparing for the extermination squad’s arrival to care what one skinny dark elf is up to. My guess is that they moved up the timetable, and the bad guys will be here soon.”

I cursed and ground my teeth in frustration. Of course. If the squad had almost arrived, that explained why the raiders had attacked the wahket, and why Kezakazek was trying to bully her way into my dungeon. All the little guys wanted their piece of the action before the big kids showed up to take the ball away.

“Good luck to both of you,” I said. “Nephket, you’re my eyes and ears. Work with Zillah. The two of you are the only hope I have to finish this in time.”

I gestured toward the far wall of the chamber I’d created, and a passage appeared. I called out to Pinchy and the rest of the scorpions, and they scurried across the floor to join me.

“Be careful,” Zillah said, her voice surprisingly subdued. “I won’t be there to protect you from the drow. She’s a tricky one, and it would be a shame if I had to return to the grove of withered trees and wait for a new employer.”

“Do not let her win,” Nephket added. “You are our dungeon lord now, Rathokhetra. There’s never been another like you, and there never will be again. Your time with me is not over.”

I wanted to say something snarky and clever, but a surprising amount of emotion welled up in me and choked off my words before I could say something stupid. Instead, I looped one arm around my familiar and the other around my dungeon’s boss monster and pulled them both in close.

They hugged me tight, Nephket’s face against my right cheek and Zillah’s against my left. The scorpion queen’s tail encircled the three of us and pulled us together even tighter.

“Now go kick that bitch’s ass, so we can have a party,” Zillah said.

“What she said,” Nephket added with a mischievous grin and a strange twinkle in her eye. “I have a lot to teach her about how to celebrate.”

“Teach me?” Zillah asked with a grin. “Oh, I’m all ears for this.”

“You can do this,” I told them both. “I know you can. We’ll be together again soon.”

“Not soon enough,” Zillah said. She leaned in and nipped at my earlobe with her sharp teeth.

We parted on that note, and I watched the two of them walk away hand in hand. There was something similar about those two, but I couldn’t put my finger on what.

“Okay, girl,” I said to Pinchy. “It’s time to kick some ass.”
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Chapter 13: Intruders
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IT TOOK ME MUCH LESS time to return to my dungeon than it had to reach the temple of the scarabkin. While I was not incarnated, a three-foot square passageway might as well have been a mile wide. Pinchy and her scorpion buddies rushed along with me, and we hurried back to my dungeon to deal with Kezakazek and her raider allies for what I hoped was the final time.

To my surprise, I found I’d gotten much better at splitting my consciousness between two tasks. I don’t know if it was some side benefit of being a dungeon lord or if my hacker’s skill at multitasking had finally decided it was time to represent, but I found myself able to route the passageway for Nephket and Zillah without slowing my own pace. 

The constant updates from Nephket as she and Zillah followed the scorpion queen’s vibration sense toward the Guild’s gate should’ve been disorienting and confusing, but they’d become second nature to me. Nephket’s thoughts flowed into my brain like extensions of my mind and then vanished when I no longer needed the information they contained. In just the few days since I’d arrived on Soketra, everything about me had changed. I was different than I had been, better in many ways.

The cartel and their billion-dollar bounty seemed like pointless distractions from my real purpose in life, and I didn’t miss the money or the gangsters one little bit.

I also wasn’t going to miss the dark elf raider who seemed like she couldn’t stop being a pain in my ass.

By the time I rushed up the spiral ramp that led to the final passage to my dungeon, Kezakazek and her little buddies were halfway through the statue room, their eyes peeled for danger.  They moved with the slow and careful pace of burglars, wary of any traps or monsters I’d left behind to guard my core.

I was very surprised to see that Kezakazek’s original squad had dared to return to my dungeon with her. They’d healed from the wounds I’d given them, thanks to the Guild’s clerics, but the gear they wore wasn’t as nice as what they’d been wearing when I’d slaughtered them. 

Only the dark elf seemed unfazed by her change in circumstances and carried herself like royalty despite the literal rags that barely concealed her breasts and draped around her waist in a skirt that hid almost nothing. The hemp sandals she wore must not have fit her dainty feet from the way she half-limped every few steps.

“What’s the deal with this new construction?” Sheth asked from the bottom of the chasm that bisected the statue room. The fighter wore a battered breastplate with a baseball-sized dent over the heart and carried a longsword dotted with chips along its edges and scabs of rust across the flat of the blade. Poor bastard must not have been able to afford a hammer to replace the one I’d taken from him. “I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it,” Kezakazek snarled. “While the rest of the Guild prepares for the extermination squad’s arrival, we have a chance to loot this tomb. If we wait any longer, the execution squad will arrive and rob us of the core.”

“We aren’t supposed to be here,” Ristle pointed out. The gnome’s hair hadn’t grown back, and his scalp was covered with gnarled threads of pink scar tissue that I’d given him as souvenirs of his last visit to my little theme park. “The Guild will have all our licenses if they find out we broke the rules.”

“No one’s going to pull our license cards if we take the core,” Kezakazek scoffed. “They kept us out of here for our own safety, but if we take the core, we hardly needed the protection, now did we? We won’t be the first raiders who broke the rules and ended up showered with glory, and we won’t be the last.”

“You’ll end up showered in blood, you dicks,” I grumbled. The dark elf’s arrogance irritated me to no end. It was time to put an end to their fun and games.

I positioned myself by the statue that towered above the ladder at the end of the chasm and checked to make sure that its heels were still notched to make it easier to topple onto unsuspecting adventurers. I couldn’t touch the rope to reset the trap, much less trigger it, anyway, so dropping a single statue would have to be enough. If I waited until Kezakazek and her little raider party had started their ascent, most of them would be caught with nowhere to run. The heavy stone would crush them into adventurer jelly.

And with the gate no longer attuned to haul their sorry asses out of danger when they got a boo-boo, they’d be dead this time. Very, very dead.

Peska, the half-demon rogue, clambered up the ladder first. Sheth followed close behind her while Kezakazek waited her turn at the bottom of the channel and Ristle watched their backs.

“No traps so far,” the rogue said.

It was time to make a liar out of her.

I threw my weight against the statue’s back and shoved for all I was worth. If I shoved the chunk of stone just a little past its center of balance, the weight of the statue would do the rest. In my mind, I’d already heard the death cries of the dark elf and her companions.

But the statue wouldn’t move.

No matter how hard I shoved at the stone, it didn’t budge. The notches I’d made in the statue’s heels were still there, but the stone wahket remained as immobile as the dungeon’s walls.

“Goddamnit,” I cursed. I was stronger than the wahket who’d toppled these stone traps with ease. This shouldn’t have been so difficult.

And yet it was.

Pinchy and her scorpion friends scuttled around my feet, agitated by the intruders in the dungeon. I hadn’t wanted to use my smallest guardians in this attack because the arachnids weren’t strong in a straight-up fight, and it was dangerous to pit them against prepared adventurers. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like I’d have a choice in the matter. If Kezakazek and her cronies reached my core, everything I’d done would be for nothing. They’d wipe me out as surely as the Guild’s extermination squad.

“Kill the gnome,” I told the scorpions. “As soon as he gets on the ladder, sting him to death.”

The scorpions’ venom wasn’t deadly on its own, but each of their stings caused a minor wound. Enough of those would pile up to slaughter all but the strongest first-level adventurers. And my dungeon lord senses told me that Kezakazek, despite her cunning and ruthlessness, was still the lowest possible level of adventurer. Her companions were no stronger, and if I had my way, they never would be.

Peska helped Sheth clamber up the last few steps on the ladder, and the pair of them reached down to pull Kezakazek up with ease. The dark elf might be fierce and evil, but she was apparently as light as a feather.

“Hurry it up,” Peska called down to the gnome. “We don’t have all day to wait for your sorry ass, priest.”

“You could give me a hand,” the gnome started, but his words exploded into a high-pitched screech of pain. “Get them off! Get them off of me!”

But before any of his companions could lend a helping hand, Ristle let go of the ladder and fell back to the bottom of the chasm. 

Pinchy and her stealthy scorpion assassins clung to the cleric’s body with their claws and plunged their stingers into the skin of his neck and face. Their tails pumped up and down like tiny oil derricks digging for Ristle’s blood.

The gnome screamed as the scorpion venom coursed through his veins and blinded him. He struggled to cast a healing spell to stitch up his wounds, but Pinchy was having none of that. Her claws reached past Ristle’s lips and snatched his wagging tongue. 

Ristle slapped at his own face in a vain attempt to dislodge Pinchy, but she easily dodged his clumsy hands and positioned herself for the fatal blow. 

The gnome screamed, and my favorite scorpion plunged her stinger deep into his throat.

“Son of a bitch,” Peska shouted. “Those little bastards killed our priest.”

The rogue’s hands flew to the bandolier of throwing knives strapped across her chest, and she flung a pair of daggers down toward Pinchy and the rest of the scorpions.

“Get out of there!” I called to the scorpions, but it was too late.

Both daggers caught one of my guardians and pinned it to the dead gnome’s chest. The scorpion’s tiny legs curled in around its torso and its tail slapped against Ristle’s face with a chitinous crack.

“You’re going to pay for that,” I said to the adventurers. The Dungeon Speaks ability transformed my voice into a suitably creepy croak, like something out of a Vincent Price movie.

“Show yourself,” Kezakazek barked. “Or hide in the shadows like a coward while I steal your core out from under your nose. It matters not to me.”

The dark elf’s cocky attitude, combined with my anger at my guardian’s pain, pushed me over the edge. I’d cut this damned drow’s head off her shoulders.

My khopesh appeared in my hand, and its comforting weight ignited my fury. That dead scorpion would rise again, but these treasure-hunter dickheads had hurt one of mine. That would not stand.

I covered the distance between the statue and the adventurers in a full run, my khopesh cocked back over my shoulder. All the burning rage in my heart powered that swing, and I stepped into it like a heavyweight slugger leaning into a grand slam.

[[[A dungeon lord is incapable of directly harming raiders while disincarnated.]]]

Okay, I’ll admit it. That was sort of embarrassing. 

I was thankful the raiders hadn’t seen me with my khopesh right through their sorceress’s head. I’d let my anger get the best of me, and I couldn’t afford to do that again.

I could, however, do some spooky ghost shit. My hand brushed across Kezakazek’s face, and she shivered like I’d just dropped an ice cube down the back of her skimpy skirt.

“Tricks won’t stop me,” she said. “I will have that core.”

For a moment, I considered sending Pinchy and her buddies after the raiders again. I stopped myself at the last moment and collected my thoughts. Sure, it’d feel great to send the scorpions straight at the raiders, and Pinchy wouldn’t hesitate to follow my orders. 

But it would be a dumb move. The scorpions were very effective in a surprise attack, but against prepared fighters they’d get cut to ribbons. I did not want to see Pinchy killed by one of Kezakazek’s acid balls or the rogue’s flung daggers. The guardians were my allies, and I wouldn’t cause them pain if I could avoid it.

There were still tricks hidden up my sleeve. I just had to be smart about how I deployed them.

While I debated my next stratagem, the dark elf led the rest of the raiders out of the statue room. The passages in the tomb were still just three feet wide and tall, which would slow the raiders down some, but it wouldn’t stop them. While Sheth and Peska grumbled about having to crawl through the dungeon, Kezakazek urged them forward.

If I didn’t kill that dark elf, her raw determination would push her to the top of the Raiders Guild in no time.

I considered my options and wished for better ones.

My dungeon was laid out like a temple, not a fortress. It was a straight shot from the front door all the way to the burial chamber that held my core. If the guardians were around, that wouldn’t be too much of a problem, but seeing as how I’d sent Nephket, Zillah, and the rest of the wahket off to deal with the gate, my ass was out in the wind at that particular moment.

Something Nephket had said tickled my memories, and I felt a slow smile spread across my face.

I might not be able to stop the raiders from reaching the core on my own, but I could delay them. And if Nephket and Zillah shut the gate down and got back here, they and the rest of the wahket would be more than a match for Kezakazek and her little friends. I didn’t have to kill the adventurers, I just had to slow them down.

And I knew just how to do that.

I pulled up the Tablet of Transformation and quickly checked how much loot I had left in my sarcophagus. There was almost fifteen hundred gold pieces of assorted treasure in my dungeon, which was an impressive amount for first-level raiders. I moved past the intruders as they crawled down the passage to the south of the statue chamber and positioned myself at the intersection with the passage that led east to Pinchy’s lair.

In the blink of an eye, I used the tablet to convert all the loot into a mixture of gold pieces and gemstones. I positioned a few of the choicest bits in the intersection where Peska couldn’t help but see them from her position at the front of the raiders’ party. Then I created a trail of scattered goodies all the way to the scorpions’ lair. I dumped the rest of the treasure, an impressive mound of golden coins and precious stones, just inside the lair’s doorway. Torches still burned in the tomb’s hallways, and in their light that pile looked damned sexy, if I do say so myself.

“Get ready for part two,” I said to Pinchy. She clicked her claws together and scampered up to her lair’s ceiling with her friends. They were just as angry as I’d been at the death of their companion and were eager for vengeance.

Nephket’s mind brushed against mine, and I guided the tunnel around the edge of a string of caverns that Zillah’s vibration sense had detected. The wahket had made much better time than I’d anticipated on their approach to the Guild’s gate, but the cat women still weren’t in a position to send help back to the tomb. When they attacked the gate, they’d need every spear and crossbow to deal with the guards the raiders had surely stationed around the portal. 

I still wasn’t sure how Nephket and Zillah would destroy the damned gate, but we’d burn that bridge when we got to it.

“There’s gold here,” the rogue called out. She was a few yards ahead of the rest of her group and crouched against the dungeon’s wall while she waited for them to catch up. “And more of it down this side passage. I say we loot the place for all its worth. I need every coin I can find to replace the armor I lost here last time.”

“No,” Kezakazek said. “We’re here for the core. Don’t get distracted by a few baubles.”

“I’m not distracted,” Sheth said. “But Peska’s right; she and I need to replace the gear we lost. She’s quick. Let her clean out this tunnel, so we have something for our trouble. The core won’t buy me a new hammer, and it sure as hell won’t buy us any booze.”

“I’m with Sheth,” Peska said. “We already lost our cleric. Better to take what we can. I won’t leave empty-handed again.”

“You’re fools,” the drow sighed. “You’d risk everything for a few gold pieces?”

I could almost feel Kezakazek’s anger at her companions’ shortsighted greed. 

But in the end, greed won out over common sense.

“It’ll take me two minutes to loot this tunnel,” Peska said. “If I see any trouble, I’ll run right back.”

“I’m searching you to make sure you’re not cheating me when you get back,” Sheth said. “Thoroughly.”

The half-demon rogue responded with a sultry laugh that sent a tingle up my spine. I couldn’t deny that monster girls ticked all my fantasy boxes.

“When we get back to town, you can check me,” she said. “Everywhere.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Sheth called after the rogue.

“Animals,” Kezakazek spat.

The rogue chuckled to herself as she scampered down the hall. She scooped up coins and gemstones with every crouched step and stowed the treasure in her belt pouches. When she neared the mound of treasure I’d left just inside the scorpions’ lair, though, she stopped and let out a long, low whistle.

“You kids are not going to believe what I just found,” Peska called back to her companions. “We’re gonna be so rich.”

The half-demon eased up next to the entrance of the scorpions’ lair and checked for traps with every inch she covered. She slipped her backpack off her shoulders and dropped it onto the floor next to her. Her nimble fingers flipped the pack’s flap open, and she positioned it where it would be easiest for her to scoop the loot into its empty guts.

Her slit-pupiled eyes scanned the stone in front of her for any signs of a trap she hadn’t detected. The torchlight in the hallway and the lair gave the rogue more than enough light, and she nodded as she took in the scene.

“All right,” the half-demon whispered to herself. “Come to your filthy mama.”

“Wait for it,” I cautioned Pinchy.

My favorite scorpion was agitated and wanted to strike immediately, but she held her position at my words.

The rogue planted her backpack right next to the treasure, then leaned forward to scoop up a heavy double handful of gold coins and gemstones. 

“Now,” I said.

Pinchy and the rest of the scorpions plunged from their ceiling perches like tiny Airborne Rangers. They landed on the rogue’s back, and she hardly noticed their lightweight slapping against the hard leather of her armor. The way she’d bent over the loot left Peska’s neck and lower back exposed above and below the bands of stiffened leather armor that covered the rest of her torso. In the blink of an eye, the scorpions found these tender undefended spots and buried their stingers deep in her flesh.

“No one steals from me,” I whispered into the rogue’s ear.

Peska gulped as the venom coursed through her body and the scorpions’ stingers tore her flesh. Coins fell from her hands as she clawed at her eyes and wept streams of thick, green tears.

“Sheth,” she whimpered. “Help.”

But Peska’s voice was far too weak for her companions to hear. She turned away from the treasure and tried to crawl back to them, but Pinchy’s stinger found the soft spot just behind Peska’s left ear and ended her life with a final thrust. The half-demon’s bladder let go as her brain misfired, and she fell into a growing puddle of reeking piss.

The sorceress and the warrior couldn’t see the fate of the rogue around the bend in the corridor, so I assumed it would be a few moments before they came looking for their dead friend. I took that time to check in with Nephket and Zillah, who’d made some good progress.

“We’re close,” Nephket said. “We haven’t run into any creatures. No more caverns or pits. How are things with you?”

“So far, so good,” I said. “Two dead raiders out of four. And it looks like I picked up a couple of motes of ka in the process. Their lives are certainly worth more when there’s no gate to save them from a true death.”

“That’s true,” Nephket said. “Though Zillah says that permanently killing raiders like that is bound to piss off the Guild.”

“Good,” I said. “They pissed me off first. There won’t be anything they can do about it after we close the gate, anyway.”

“You’re probably right,” Nephket said. “Losing a whole raid force to a level-one dungeon— “

“A second-level dungeon, if you don’t mind,” I corrected.

“—to a second-level dungeon won’t look good to the Guild’s higher-ups,” she said. “It took a lot of time and money to open this gate in the first place, and I doubt they’ll throw good money after bad on Soketra. With any luck they’ll pretend they never heard of us, and we’ll never see them again.”

I didn’t really think that would be the case, but I was fairly certain the Guild would not want to stick their paw in this bear trap again for a while. It sounded like the Guild was run by bean counters, and sending more fresh meat into the grinder here was not a good investment.

And if they did decide to come looking for trouble, well, that was a problem for future me, who was probably going to be a hell of a lot more powerful than present me.

“Gotta finish off these raiders,” I said to Nephket. “Hit me up if you need anything.”

“Just keep the path open for us, and we’ll do the rest,” Nephket assured me.

Just before we broke the connection, I felt Zillah’s familiar presence, like the smell of a woman’s perfume just after she’d left the room. Did that mean Nephket had the scorpion queen on her mind?

“Shit,” I heard Sheth say. “I can see Peska. She’s down.”

The warrior had crawled up the hallway in search of his girlfriend. He had his sword out, but he’d wisely stopped as soon as he’d seen the half-demon rogue twisted up on the floor in front of the mound of treasure that had been her undoing. I sensed the war of emotions within him. He wanted to know what had happened to Peska, but he didn’t want it to happen to him.

I lowered the lights in the hallway and killed them completely in the lair. I didn’t want the scorpions to face off against a ready warrior, but if he were stupid enough to come in blind, they’d have enough of an advantage to kill the fool.

“I told you,” Kezakazek said from the intersection behind Sheth. She sounded both pissed and exhausted. “Leave her. Let’s get the core and leave.”

“That is a lot of treasure to leave behind,” Sheth argued.

The dark elf crawled up next to the warrior and jabbed a finger toward the fallen rogue.

“What happened to her?” Kezakazek asked pointedly. “Was the treasure worth her life? Is it worth yours?”

Sheth hesitated for a moment and then shook his head. His shaggy hair drifted down over his face, and his scarred knuckles popped as he clenched his sword’s hilt tighter.

“No,” he said. “You’re right. Let’s get the core. It’s time for this fucking place to die.”

I whistled as I walked down the hallway, an eerie, tuneless sound that gave even me a little shiver. The raiders must have peed in their pants, just a little, because they jerked their heads to face the darkness of the lair and moved a little closer to one another. Even Kezakazek, the bravest little drow, seemed unnerved by the sound.

“And then there were two,” I said. “Just a pair of baby raiders, all alone with the big bad dungeon lord. This is your final warning: Leave my tomb. Now.”

“If you could have killed us, you would have already,” Kezakazek shouted, as if the volume of the words would convince her they were true. 

But beneath the drow’s rage and bravado, I felt the cold tendril of fear that had wrapped itself around her heart. Despite the terror that gripped her, the drow held her ground.

I didn’t know why she wanted the core so badly, but whatever the reason, it had given her more grit than I’d expected. It was clear Kezakazek was either leaving with the core, or she wasn’t leaving at all.

I suspected she was fine with that either way.

I moved down the hallway until I stood almost on top of Kezakazek. Our bodies overlapped, and the heat of her breasts and hips soaked into my immaterial form. She shivered, and her head whipped from side to side as her eyes opened wide. Goose pimples rose from her skin where we touched, and she hugged herself in a futile attempt to warm her body. 

“I like to play with my food,” I said to her, my spectral lips pressed against the curve of her pointed ear. “And I’m going to enjoy eating you an inch at a time.”

The dark elf flinched at my words, and sparks of magic danced from her fingertips. She flung her hand out, and a mystical blue claw erupted from her palm. Ice crystals dripped from the hooked fingers as they blindly raked the air in front of the sorceress. It was an impressive display of a spell I hadn’t seen before, but the arcane attack was as powerless to harm me as I was to wound the raiders directly.

“You can’t stop me,” the dark elf said. She turned away from the scorpions’ lair. “Come on, Sheth, before something happens to you, too.”

I laughed again, and the warrior hurried to catch up to the drow.

Despite my success so far, though, Kezakazek was partly right. I couldn’t stop them personally, and I didn’t like Pinchy’s chances against the raiders now that they were in full-on paranoid mode. Kezakazek’s nasty new spell hadn’t been able to hurt me, but I didn’t want to give the dark elf a chance to unleash it on my little friends. The warrior didn’t look like much, but it would only take one lucky shot from him to kill one of the scorpions.

No, direct confrontation was out of the question. For now, the best I could do was delay the raiders while I worked on a more permanent solution to their annoying lives.

My first move was to raise all the chamber entrances up near the ceiling. The raiders had a difficult time crawling through the low-ceilinged passages, and they’d have an even more difficult time if they had to climb into and out of each of my dungeon’s rooms. The chambers’ ceilings were only ten feet high, which was too low to hurt Kezakazek or Sheth even if they fell out of the tunnels, but the new layout would be a huge pain in their asses. The warrior could barely reach the lip of the now raised passages from inside a chamber, and he’d be forced to help Kezakazek clamber up into them. 

It would take them at least twice as long to navigate the dungeon. I had a little more breathing room to put a new plan into action.

While the intrusive duo worked their way through my dungeon, I thought about the best ways to get rid of them. If I had more ka, I could litter the tomb with traps. Without a rogue or priest, every injury would slowly wear Kezakazek and Sheth down until they either gave up and retreated or died. 

Unfortunately, I only had five ka, which was enough for exactly one trap. While that was a tempting use of my precious energy reserves, it wouldn’t be enough to kill both of the raiders. 

Sheth dropped out of the entrance to my audience chamber and waited for Kezakazek to catch up so he could help her to the floor. Even with the obstacles I’d put in their way, the raiders still made better time than I’d hoped. 

I had to come up with an answer to this problem fast.

While the looters searched the large throne room for traps, I pulled up the Tablet of Incarnation and reviewed my options. I didn’t see anything that would help me deal with the raiders, but I hadn’t expected the solution to my problem to leap out at me. To win this battle, I needed to be smarter than my enemies.

But hadn’t that always been my specialty as a gray hat consultant? I was the last line of defense against the bad guys, the clever bastard who confounded my bosses’ enemies. This wasn’t a dungeon lord problem. 

This was a hacker problem.

“We’re here,” Nephket said. Her voice was as clear as if she stood right next to me, but it held a strange, distant quality. It was like listening to one of those old-school radio stations on the very edge of its broadcast range.

The Tablet of Engineering told me she was right on target. The glowing golden dots that represented her and Zillah overlapped with the stark white marker I’d placed at the Guild gate’s location earlier in the day.

God, had all this really only eaten up one day?

“Let Zillah take the lead,” I responded. “I’ll open a tunnel that leads up to the gate’s perimeter, but I need her to use her vibration sense to make sure you don’t run into a bunch of guards.”

“We’re on it,” Nephket said. “Let’s do this.”

I chuckled at the way the wahket had absorbed some of my lingo. She’d been so formal when we first met, but she’d loosened up more and more over the past couple of days. It wouldn’t be long before she was as sarcastic as I was.

I put part of my mind on the task of creating a corridor that sloped up toward the gate. It was large enough and the grade gentle enough that the wahket would have no trouble ascending it, and its slight curve would give them a defensive posture if the raiders tried to come down at them.

The rest of my mind was occupied with the raiders in my dungeon. I couldn’t harm them directly, as much as I wanted to. I didn’t have enough ka to incarnate, which would have solved my problems almost immediately. If I had more time, I could let Zillah and Nephket harvest some raiders for their ka, but that was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Any delay might give the raiders a chance to steal my core or let the extermination squad make it through the gate.

The answer wasn’t in my tablets, but maybe it was in my dungeon. There had to be something in here I could use, some way to kill the annoying dark elf and her idiot warrior friend. 

I just had to find it.

The statue room was out, and even if it wasn’t, I had no way to lure the raiders back there to finish them off. The scorpions’ lair was also useless to me; Kezakazek would never go back there after what happened to Peska.

I went back to Zillah’s lair and took stock of my surroundings. Her bed and furs would provide a good ambush spot for the scorpions, but if they didn’t overwhelm the raiders, I’d lose more guardians. That was my option of last resort.

The Tablet of Engineering showed me that the raiders had left the audience chamber and moved on to the passage that led them to the scorpion queen’s lair. The duo had a thirty-foot crawl ahead of them, but Kezakazek’s determination would drive them through that inconvenience in no time.

“Shit,” I barked and stormed back to my burial chamber. The colorful tapestry that covered the doorway was purely decorative; there was no way to turn that into a weapon of any kind. 

The sarcophagus was heavy enough to crush a full-grown man, but I had no way to rig it up to fall on the raiders at the right time. My cobra throne was impressive, but it wasn’t a weapon, and like the sarcophagus, I had no way to turn it into a tool of murder and mayhem.

That left the empty passage on the western wall that led down into the Great Below, the Guild’s gate, and my allies. Could I lure them down that way and let Zillah finish them off?

Maybe, but if Nephket and the scorpion queen were about to attack the gate, I couldn’t afford to distract them. It might be possible to lure the raiders down that passage and keep them busy long enough for the gate to fall and my allies to return, but that was a big gamble. If something went wrong, there was a very good chance we were all fucked.

Plus, I wanted the satisfaction of ending this drow myself. 

She and Sheth had torn Zillah’s bed apart. The furs were scattered over a wide area, and Sheth picked through them in search of some bit of loot worth taking. It might take him another five minutes to dig through the hides, and then they’d head this way.

I was out of time. I needed a solution.

The only thing left in the room was the passage I’d created for Pinchy and her friends. That had been a giant pain in the ass, and I’d almost...

“Oh,” I said. “Oh, yes.”

A wide grin split my face, and I concentrated on the changes I needed to make to my dungeon. For my first trick, I created a three-foot-square vertical chute that descended thirty feet from the center of my throne room. I created another passage at a ninety-degree angle at the bottom of the chute and summoned Pinchy to help me figure out exactly how long I could afford to make that tunnel. 

She was good at her job, but the whole process was so nerve-racking. If I screwed this up, my core was as good as gone.

The raiders crawled through the last fifteen feet of tunnel between Zillah’s lair and my chamber. They’d be in the burial chamber with my core in a couple of minutes, tops.

With my hopeful coup de grâce prepared, I scrambled to put the finishing touches in place. I converted some loose gold from Pinchy’s lair into a rope ladder, which I anchored to my sarcophagus. There was just enough time for the last step, and I really hoped I was right about this one.

I counted to three and reached up to the glowing orb clutched in the bared fangs of the cobra throne. The core throbbed like a ball of static electricity, and even though I was disincarnated, I felt a chill dance along my skin as my fingers reached out for the heart of my power. I closed my hands on either side of the glowing ball and lifted it free of the throne.

“Thank God that worked,” I said with relief.

The core weighed almost nothing, but it had an enormous gravity that pulled at every fiber of my being. I could walk with it held in my hands, but every step required concentration to keep moving rather than stop and stare into the orb’s glowing depths. A niggling fear at the back of my thoughts warned me that the core was dangerous, that the power it had given me belonged to it as much as to me. It needed me, just as I needed it, but there were powers within the core that I couldn’t even begin to understand.

“You’re the dungeon lord,” I said and stiffened my spine. “The core is a tool. Be its master, not its tool.”

“We’re there,” Nephket said. Her words were clear to me, but I could tell from the tone of her voice that she’d whispered them. “Zillah says there're no guards above us. We’re good to breach.”

“Here we go,” I said. I expanded the sloped passage the last few feet to the surface. I watched through Nephket’s eyes as she and the scorpion queen scrambled up into the late afternoon sun. Nephket swung her head from side to side as she surveyed the walls to the east and west. A pair of guards patrolled each of the barricades, but they were focused away from the gate. They had no idea of the threat that was behind them.

“Good work,” I said. “Let me see that gate so I can figure out how to shut it down.”

The truth of the matter was that I had no idea how to kill the gate. I hoped that once I got a good look at it up close, I’d find a weak point that we could exploit.

Nephket took in the massive framework that surrounded the shimmering gate itself, then focused her attention on a strange box attached to the bottom right side of the portal’s base.

The housing was a cube of black iron, its surface dotted with strange runes and patterns that reminded me of circuit diagrams. At the center of each of those patterns were gemstones carved into spindles that jutted from the box’s surface. The stones glowed with a clean, cold blue light that stung my eyes even secondhand.

“Is that a latch on the side there?” I asked Nephket.

“I think so,” she said. “Let me see if I can open it.”

She reached out and grabbed hold of the small metal bar on the right side of the gate’s box. It slid down, and the front of the box opened to reveal a set of carved silver dials attached by glowing copper coils to a massive purple crystal the size of my head.

“That looks like the power source,” I said to Nephket. “You should be able to disconnect it, and that’ll kill the gate—”

The priestess’s vision blurred as she swung her head hard to the right. A guard on the eastern wall had turned around and caught sight of my team. He jabbed his finger toward them and shouted to his companion, who rushed for a horn mounted on a wooden tripod at the center of the barricade’s walkway.

“We’re about to have company,” Nephket said. “Do you want us to retreat?”

I weighed our options. If they retreated, the raiders would certainly try to follow them. I could seal off the passage, but then our enemies would probably just come back to the dungeon searching for me. If they all swarmed the place at once, there was almost no way I could protect the core from them. There was also the very real chance that the extermination squad was about to come blasting through that gate with a serious hard-on for collecting the bounty on my head.

“Stay put,” I said. “I’m giving you some cover.”

Before Nephket could respond, I summoned my dungeon’s final chamber. I squeezed four walls and a ceiling inside the box formed by the barricades and the hills that surrounded the Guild’s gate. Inside that chamber, I created a half wall around the room’s perimeter. The barrier rose just above Nephket’s waist, which would provide the wahket with almost enough cover. 

I then summoned a second barrier from the ceiling to provide even more defenses for my people. That left a gap a little more than two feet wide that my team could shoot or stab through if the raiders broke into my dungeon.

Shadows shifted in the passage on the wall across from me, and I saw Sheth’s head emerge from the darkness. My time was up.

“I have to deal with the raiders in my dungeon now,” I said to Nephket. “You and Zillah put your heads together and figure out how to bust that gate. Whatever it takes, you have to get it done. If the raiders figure out some way to break through the walls of the chamber I just created for you, bring the rest of the wahket up and fight them. We have to kill that gate.”

“We’ll take care of it,” Nephket said. As the connection between us faded, I caught a glimpse of the glowing crystal as she knelt down to get a closer look at it.

I wish I had more advice to offer to them, but I had to focus on Kezakazek and Sheth. 

My thoughts raced as the raiders dropped into the room. While I had no problems holding the core, I wondered if Kezakazek could just tear it out of my hands. 

That would be embarrassing.

“There it is,” Kezakazek gasped as she dropped into my burial chamber. She couldn’t see me, but she could clearly see the core in my grasp. To her, it must have seemed as if it floated a few feet off the floor just on the far side of the yawning black pit before her.

“I don’t like this,” Sheth said. “Why isn’t it guarded?”

“Because fools like you pose no threat to it,” I said and punctuated the words with a wicked chuckle. “You’ll never be able to catch it.”

With that, I stepped over the edge of the pit and vanished into the darkness.
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Chapter 14: Thicker Than Water
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MY DESCENT INTO THE lowest level of my dungeon wasn’t exactly like falling, but it was pretty damned close. I didn’t have a physical body, but the spiritual essence I did have seemed to pay at least lip service to the laws of physics as my mind understood them. Fortunately, I didn’t splatter all across the bottom of the chute when my feet touched down. I just stopped moving.

The raiders tested the rope ladder I’d left anchored to my sarcophagus. Kezakazek shouted something at Sheth, who shouted back at her, but their words were indecipherable to me as Nephket’s voice broke into my thoughts.

“We think we figured out all the ways this crystal’s connected to the gate,” she said. “We can just yank the wires out if you want, but I don’t know what will happen.”

“No,” I responded. “See if you can figure out how to separate the crystal from the gate without damaging either one. There’s powerful magic there, and I want to study it after we’ve dealt with the raiders.”

I hated to add an extra burden to Nephket, but that gate was more than a weakness. If we could figure out how to take it apart and put it back together, that damned thing could be my ticket to anywhere I wanted to go.

“I’ll do my best,” Nephket said. “But it will take some time. And I’m not sure how much of that we have.”

“The raiders haven’t broken through the wall, have they?” A fist of panic suddenly closed around my throat.

“No, no,” Nephket said. “But Zillah said she can feel something heavy approaching. She thinks they’ve got a battering ram.”

As much as I hated them, I had to hand it to the raiders. They weren’t all idiots, even if their lust for treasure did make them my mortal enemies.

“All right,” I said. “I trust your judgment. Do what you can. But if it looks like they’re going to breach the wall and the wahket can’t hold your position, yank the power supply and head back this way. We’ll deal with them in the dungeon.”

“Yes, Lord Rathokhetra,” Nephket said. Hearing another man’s name on her lips, even if he was technically me, pissed me off. I understood why she used it. To Nephket, that honorific was a symbol of her entire life. In many ways, this moment was what her whole existence had been leading up to. 

But that didn’t mean I didn’t want to hear her say my real name like that.

“Wait for me, dammit,” Sheth called, and his words dragged my attention back to my more immediate problem. “I have to light a torch.”

The final passage I’d created lacked the torches of the upper area of my dungeon and was black as night save for the cold light of my core far from the bottom of the ladder. 

I could see perfectly fine, and Kezakazek kept moving as if her eyes had adjusted to the perfect darkness. Sheth, on the other hand, stopped at the edge of the darkness and struggled to light his torch.

“Hold up, Kez,” he said. “Let me just get this torch lit.”

But I didn’t want the dark elf to wait for the warrior. I wanted her furious, beyond reason, and so enraged she wouldn’t think twice about attacking me.

I called forth the Tablet of Incarnation and invested my last five ka in The Dungeon’s Visage ability.

A cold wind ran through my body, and an exultant shiver shook me from head to toe as the ka settled into me. With a thought, I willed myself to appear and held the core out toward Kezakazek.

“Defeat me,” I taunted her. “Slay me with your puny spells and the core is yours. But if you fail, you will never leave this tomb.”

The sorceress didn’t disappoint me. She snarled mystic syllables and a globe of smoking acid surrounded by streamers of purple energy appeared in her right hand.

“Nothing can stop me,” Kezakazek howled. She hurled the orb at me, and I pretended to dodge as the attack passed harmlessly past my body. 

Kezakazek’s magic couldn’t harm me while I was disincarnated any more than an arrow could harm the wind, but I didn’t want her to know that.

“I’ve already stopped you, dark elf,” I spat back at her. “You came all this way for nothing. Everything you’ve done, everything you’ve dreamed of, ends here. Now.”

“Never!” she screamed, and another globe of acid sailed down the hall and splattered on the wall behind me.

The corrosive fluid hissed and bubbled as it chewed into the stone wall at my back, but I didn’t dare look back to see how much damage it had caused. Kezakazek was only ten feet away from me, and I needed all of her attention focused on killing me.

“That’s all you have?” I scoffed. “You, a first-level nothing, dare to challenge a dungeon lord?”

“You’re not much of a dungeon lord,” Kezakazek said. She summoned a globe of acid and hurled it at me. “Once I finish with you, your core will fuel my true quest.”

I laughed as the globe splattered on the wall behind me, and Kezakazek screamed in rage and lobbed another ball of acid at me.

“Kez,” Sheth shouted. He’d finally gotten his torch lit. He ran down the hall toward the sorceress and shouted a warning, “Something’s not right. You have to stop—“

“I can’t,” she shouted back and let loose with another sizzling ball of green death. “He has to die!”

I didn’t try to dodge this one. I let the amethyst and emerald orb shoot straight through the illusion of my body. It passed just beneath my core and slammed into the wall behind me with an audible crack. The acid sizzled and popped, and the thin wall I stood in front of finally gave way.

Kezakazek was less than two yards from me when a jet of water as big around as my thumb sprayed out of the hole she’d blasted through the stone wall and slammed into her chest. The gushing water ripped through the black rags that clung to her body and dragged them from her shoulders and hips. For a moment, the drow stood naked before me, her eyes wide as she stared up into my smiling face.

“Goodbye, dark elf,” I said. “You did your best.”

The force of the water ripped the wall asunder. Weakened by acid, the stone could no longer hold back the underground river that I’d almost unleashed during my earlier excavations. Freed of its prison, the water exploded into the narrow passage.

The flash flood knocked the dark elf from her feet and sent her tumbling down the stone corridor. She slammed into Sheth, who dropped his torch into the water. The torrent snuffed out the flames instantly, and the tunnel was once more plunged into darkness.

I watched the pair of raiders scramble for one another and the walls as they tried to save themselves from the flood. I walked toward them effortlessly as the tunnel filled and the weight of the water pinned the raiders against the rope ladder that was their only hope of survival. But as Kezakazek and Sheth tried to pull themselves up the rope rungs to freedom, the rushing water plucked them off the ladder and plunged them beneath its roiling surface.

“You did your best,” I repeated as I climbed past the struggling raiders. “But it wasn’t enough.”

Sheth had managed to start the climb, but he was much slower than I. He’d only clawed his way a few feet above the water’s surface when I looked down at him from the safety of my burial chamber.

The rope ladder was taut where I’d anchored it to the sarcophagus, and I crossed my fingers and offered up a quick prayer to the god of luck that I’d interpreted the rules of this place correctly. My khopesh appeared in my right hand, and I swung its hooked cutting edge through the ladder’s support ropes.

The razor-sharp blade severed the ladder’s anchor cords like a cutting torch through a strand of cotton candy. Sheth shouted in surprise as he fell back into the water with a splash, then cursed as he bobbed back to the surface and his mouth filled with water.

“Holy shit,” I said with relief. “It worked. It actually worked.”

Apparently, while I couldn’t crush adventurers beneath a falling statue, it was perfectly within the rules to drop them into water as long as it didn’t immediately kill them.

“You all right?” Nephket asked. “I just caught a strong jolt of surprise from you.”

“I just love it when a plan comes together,” I said with an evil laugh. “I’m fine. How are you doing?”

With a grunt, I shoved the end of my sarcophagus across the pit in the center of the burial chamber. It didn’t completely block the opening, but it sliced the pit’s opening into two halves that were both far too small for anyone, even a skinny little dark elf, to climb through. 

“We’re good,” Nephket said. “The raiders are still trying to break down the wall, but I don’t think they’ll get here in time. There are six wires that hold this thing together, and we’ve already removed two.”

“I’m almost done here, too,” I said. “I need a few more minutes, and then I’ll come join you if you need me.”

“I’d like you to be here when this ends,” Nephket said.

I peered down through the gap between my sarcophagus and the edge of the chute and saw no sign of Sheth. The weight of his battered armor and crappy weapon must have dragged him down to the bottom of the chute. 

I did see Kezakazek, and her violet eyes practically glowed with hatred as she stared up at me. The water had filled the chute to the halfway mark, and the drow had so far managed to keep her head above the flood.

Apparently, dark elves could swim.

“Give up,” I said to Kezakazek. “Your companions have all perished or will soon. Their ka is mine, and yours will belong to me as well. There is no sense in your pointless struggle. You can’t escape from the doom you’ve brought upon yourself. The water will fill the chute, and I will watch you drown for your trespass.”

“I can’t give up,” she snarled. “I’ve sworn a blood oath of vengeance, and I’ll do whatever it takes to fulfill that quest. Release me and give me the core.”

For someone in her position, Kezakazek sure was bossy. She kept talking about fulfilling a quest like it was more important than her life. Poor drow probably thought her recall amulet was about to poof her out of danger and she’d skip on down the road.

“You’ve lost,” I said. “You’ll never finish your quest. You will die here, in the dark, alone.”

“You will gain nothing by killing me,” Kezakazek called up to me. “If I don’t claim your core, the extermination squad will. They’ll be here before long, and when they arrive you’re as good as dead. Give me your core. Let my quest continue. At least some good will come of your cursed existence.”

I laughed at the idea that I would give my core to this dark elf. I considered ignoring her and going on my way. She had no way to escape from the death trap she’d fallen into, and Nephket could use my help. But a small, dark part of my soul wanted this raider to know just how badly she’d underestimated me.

“The extermination squad isn’t coming,” I said. “My forces are dismantling the gate even as we speak. The raiders won’t be able to escape my wrath, and their allies won’t be able to come here to avenge their deaths. Your recall amulet no longer works. You will die. I’ve won, dark elf. Utterly and completely.”

The rushing water had risen almost to the level of the sarcophagus. Kezakazek was close enough I could have reached down through the gap and stroked her raven hair. She watched me with haunted eyes, and I saw something strange flicker across their surfaces.

Hope.

“The gate is booby-trapped,” she said. “The raiders aren’t stupid enough to leave it unprotected with a dungeon lord so nearby. If they dismantle it, that trap will destroy your forces.”

“You’re a liar,” I said. The water had pushed Kezakazek up so close to the coffin she had to tilt her head back to keep her nose and mouth in the small pocket of breathable air that remained. “You’d say anything to save your hide.”

“There are six wires that hold the crystal to the gate,” Kezakazek said. She had to pause to push her face up into the gap beside the sarcophagus. “It’s a dark elf design. I helped my father build them when I was a child. I could help you disarm it, but not if I’m dead.”

“You’re lying,” I said, but the fact that she knew there were six wires bothered me. 

“I’m not,” she gasped. Water splashed over her face, and she choked on it, spluttered, and then continued. “I’ll tell you how to disarm it if you let me go. I won’t come after your core again. But I have to continue my quest. I can’t die, not here. Not like this.”

“Why?” I asked.

But the water had risen too high for her to speak. Her nose was still out of the water, but her eyes and mouth were submerged, and panic had transformed her face into a mask of terror.

I didn’t want to believe Kezakazek, but I couldn’t doubt her. I needed to know what she knew, because I couldn’t risk losing Nephket, Zillah, and the wahket if she was right. But I also couldn’t trust her. The dark elf was every bit as treacherous as a pit viper, and if I turned my back on her, she’d bury a knife in it.

Unless there was some way I could ensure her loyalty.

I summoned the Tablet of Guardians and quickly looked at the challenge ratings for a second-level dungeon. The poetic irony of what I found was almost too much for me to bear. I glanced at my arm and saw a single ka vessel had illuminated. Sheth had finally kicked off this mortal coil. Poor guy never had a chance.

“Welcome to Level Three, dungeon lord,” a sepulchral voice echoed through my thoughts.

I wanted to take a quick peek at the tablets to see what new abilities going up a level had earned me, but there wasn’t time for that. I needed to deal with Kezakazek.

“Will you serve as my guardian if I free you?” I asked Kezakazek. Despite the water around her ears, I knew the dark elf heard me by the way her eyes went wide and her mouth became a thin slit as her fear transformed into rage.

For a moment, she stared at me, as cold and still as the grave.

And then she nodded. A single, brisk motion that was all the confirmation I needed.

A familiar draining sensation ran through my body and the ka vessel went dark.

“Leave the wires alone,” I said to Nephket. 

“I don’t understand,” Nephket said. “We’re almost—“

“It’s a trap,” I said. “You need to get the wahket up into the chamber and ready to fight if the raiders come through before I get to you.”

Kezakazek’s coal-black hand thrust up out of the water and clawed at the side of the sarcophagus. Two of her nails snapped off and peeled away from her fingertips like wet decals as she desperately struggled to survive.

“Hold your horses,” I said and dragged the sarcophagus away from the pit. “Don’t be so impatient.”

The dark elf’s head burst through the water’s surface the instant the coffin was out of the way. She gasped for air, and her hands scrabbled at the chute’s edges. She shuddered as a deep breath filled her lungs, but her muscles were weak from the ordeal, and she began to slide back into the depths.

“I should let you drown and then respawn so you’ll remember I’m the boss,” I said. “But luckily for you, I’m a nice guy. Also luckily for you, I don’t have time to waste on such petty fuckery.”

I lifted the drow out of the chute by her wrists. She weighed almost nothing, despite her curves.

Kezakazek shivered in the dungeon’s cool air, but she refused to show me any sign of weakness. The instant her feet touched the stone floor, she stood straight and wrenched her wrists from my grasp. She was as naked as the day she was born and soaked to the bone. Her coal-black hair hung down her back well below her waist, and water dripped from it to puddle on the floor between her feet. The drow’s proud eyes blazed at me, and her full lips were set in a stern frown. She held her spine straight and her shoulders back, her ample breasts thrust forward like a challenge.

“Is this what you want?” Kezakazek asked. “A slave to serve your every whim?”

While I couldn’t deny she was as attractive as any woman I’d ever seen, I shook my head in disgust.

“I just saved your life,” I said. “I didn’t have to, and I could sure as hell have used that ka for something less aggravating. A little gratitude would go a long way toward making me not regret this decision.”

“You didn’t save me out of the goodness of your heart,” the dark elf said with a sarcastic snort. “Whether we like it or not, we need each other. Show me the way to the gate, and I’ll help you disarm the booby trap before your harem of cat women blow themselves sky high.”

“There’s a scorpion queen, too,” I muttered, but Kezakazek pretended not to hear me.

I gestured toward the open passage on the west wall of the burial chamber. The drow nodded briskly and marched past me without a sideways glance. She walked with the confidence of a conqueror, not the naked slave that she actually was.

As I watched her hips sway and her ass bounce its way out of my burial chamber, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d bitten off more than I could chew with this one.
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Chapter 15: The Final Blow
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NEPHKET’S PANICKED words crashed into my thoughts like a bird into a window.

“The wall is cracking,” she said, her voice high and tight. “We’re running out of time before the raiders enter the chamber. Are you sure I shouldn’t try to break the gate and retreat?”

“No,” I said. “Hold the raiders off. I’ll be there soon.”

I wanted to pull Neph and the rest of my people out of that chamber, but I couldn’t. We had to disable the gate before the extermination squad arrived, or we were screwed. If they retreated now, the raiders would surround the gate with every sword and spellslinger they had at their disposal. Then the extermination squad would arrive, and that’d be the end of us.

I also needed to steal the passageway volume from the end of the tunnel closest to the gate in order to get Kezakazek through the tunnel on the dungeon side faster. If she had to crawl for half a mile, we’d never make it to the gate in time. That meant the wahket had to stay in the chamber until we arrived.

Sometimes, being a dungeon lord meant making the sucky choices. This was one of those times.

“We have to hurry,” I said to the dark elf. “The raiders are trying to push my people off the gate. We can’t let that happen.”

“I’m going as fast as I can,” the dark elf snapped. She jogged a few yards, then stopped and limped a bit, then jogged a few more yards. “I lost my sandals when someone tried to drown me. The stone floor is beating my feet to pieces.”

A cold anger flared up inside me. I wanted to tell the dark elf that she was lucky I didn’t beat her to pieces, let her respawn, and then do it all over again. She’d been a thorn in my side since the moment Nephket had summoned me, and if I didn’t desperately need the knowledge inside her skull, I’d have flayed her alive the instant I made her a guardian.

But as much as I wanted to tell her that, I didn’t. I bit my tongue and tried to be the better dungeon lord. I wanted all of my guardians to respect me, to defend my dungeon because they wanted to as much as because they had to. Threatening them with torture, dismemberment, and worse wouldn’t accomplish that goal.

“Just do the best you can,” I said. “I don’t want any of my people to suffer needlessly. But we have to make better time, so I need you to step it up.”

The drow stared at me as we walked together. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion and then widened with surprise when she saw that I was serious.

“That is not what I expected,” she said. “Dungeon lords are horrifying monsters to be feared. Why are you being so reasonable?”

“Because I can afford to be,” I said with a smirk. “Being an asshole never accomplishes anything. You’ll notice I whipped the shit out of your people without being a jerk.”

“I guess it depends on your point of view,” she said. “Your scorpions stung my cleric to death, I don’t know how you killed the rogue, but I bet it was ugly, and you drowned Sheth before you tried to drown me. Those are the kinds of things a jerk would do.”

“You broke into my house and tried to kill my people, then you broke into my house again and tried to steal my core,” I said. “If we want to talk about someone being an asshole...”

“I’m a drow,” she said. “We are evil. That’s what we're supposed to do.”

“And according to you, I’m a monster,” I said. “I guess we both did some not nice things, and we can leave it at that.”

“You made me a slave,” she said. “That’s probably a lot worse than trying to kill a couple of cat women.”

“Is it?” I said. “Or is it a just punishment for the attempted murder of defenseless wahket?”

Kezakazek stewed in silence for the next few minutes but broke her silence when we reached my second stele.

“I didn’t want to say it before, but this is ambitious work you’ve done,” she said. She spread her arms wide to take in the chamber I’d dropped on top of the scarabkin temple. “Are all dungeon lords like this?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “From what I understand, I’m sort of an anomaly. Most of them just hunker down in their tombs and wait for raiders to show up on their doorstep.”

“And then they kill them,” Kezakazek grumbled to herself.

“Only if they come inside and try to take our stuff,” I shot back.

“What is that?” Kezakazek asked. She headed straight for the stele like a moth to a particularly pretty flame. She circled around it and eyeballed the runic inscriptions on its surface but kept her hands to herself. I guess if you grew up making booby traps for a living, you learned to be a little less grabby.

“The Buried Kings?” she asked. “I’d always believed those were bogeyman stories to frighten naughty drow children.”

I tried to imagine the sort of trouble drow children, much less naughty ones, could get up to. My mind was momentarily filled with images of little Kezakazeks running around and setting fire to one another’s pigtails and chasing down neighborhood strays to use in their vivisection experiments or demon-summoning rituals. 

“They’re real, all right,” I said. “One of them tried to kill me.”

“I doubt that. Not even a dungeon lord would survive an attack by a Buried King,” Kezakazek stated flatly. She went on at some length about how unlikely it was that I’d actually seen a Buried King, since they were supposed to have the strength of a god or some bullshit.

“They’re in!” Nephket shouted in my mind. She showed me the battlefront by the gate. The wahket had taken up defensive positions behind the barriers I’d created for them, and the raiders surged into the chamber through a narrow breach they’d smashed through my dungeon’s wall. 

Unfortunately for the first-level adventurers, the wahket were ready for them. 

Crossbows thrummed, and raiders screamed as the bolts punched through their armor and snuffed out their lives. Three of the intruders fell in the blink of an eye, but more had already poured through the gap and drawn their weapons to attack the wahket behind the defensive barrier.

The cat women’s spears held the raiders at bay, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last. Several of the raiders I saw through the breach had missile weapons of their own. When they came to their senses, they’d start firing back at the wahket and things would get bloody.

“Fascinating history lesson,” I said to Kezakazek. “But we’re out of time. We have to get to the gate, and we have to do it now.”

“My feet,” Kezakazek started, but I grabbed her around the waist and flung her over my shoulder. 

The dark elf squealed in protest, but I didn’t have time to argue with her. I ran for all I was worth, which turned out to be quite a bit. Once again, the side effects of being a dungeon lord paid off in spades. I didn’t have to breathe, and I didn’t have a heart, and that meant I could run pretty much as fast as I wanted, for as long as I wanted. And as Kezakazek weighed almost nothing, it took no effort at all to carry her along for the ride.

“You’re. Bruising. My. Ribs,” Kezakazek grunted, her words forced through her gritted teeth by my rapid footfalls.

“Don’t be such a baby.” I tried to ignore the way her posterior bounced at the edge of my vision. Now that we were on the same side of this fight, she was a hell of a lot sexier than she had been when I’d been focused on keeping her away from my core.

“Don’t. Stare.” She pounded her small fists against my back.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I said. I hadn’t been staring. Glancing, yes. Admiring, most certainly. It wasn’t every day I carried a beautiful naked dark elf over one shoulder. 

I narrowed the passage behind and expanded it ahead of us as I charged for the gate, and a few minutes later I raced up the ramp and straight into the jaws of hell.

The wahket had held the line against the raiders, but the cost had been high. Several of the cat women had retreated to the mouth of the ramp to bind their wounds and take a moment’s rest. 

The raiders had gotten wise to the cat women’s tactics and turned the tables on them. The adventurers had retreated through the breach and used their own missile weapons to attack the wahket behind the barrier.

The spear women used their shields to deflect the majority of the missiles that came their way, but a few found their marks, and wounded wahket cried out in pain. I winced at their pain and hoped they’d all pull through. Unlike my guardians, and despite their feline appearance, the wahket had but a single life to lose.

“You’ve done well,” I said as I activated The Dungeon’s Visage ability and appeared before my troops. “I’m here to help, and together we’ll finish these raiders.”

The wahket gawped at me, and I wasn’t sure if it was my sudden appearance in their midst or the naked drow over my shoulder that held their rapt attention. I know which one I’d be staring at if the shoe were on the other foot. 

“Disarm the gate. Now,” I barked to Kezakazek and plopped the dark elf down next to the mystical portal.

“What in the actual fuck?” Zillah asked. She parried a crossbow bolt with the thin chitin shield on her left arm, glared at the raider who’d fired at her, and then turned her incredulous eyes back to me. “Isn’t this the bitch who tried to kill a bunch of us?”

“That’s the one,” Nephket said and planted her feet between the drow and the gate. Somewhere along the way she’d found a wickedly sharp dagger, and she brandished it at Kezakazek. “She must have charmed Lord Rathokhetra. We should—”

“Everyone calm down. She’s with us now,” I said. “Long story, baptism by fire, mid-battle allegiance switch. Blah, blah, blah. Let her work on the gate.”

My familiar and the scorpion queen eyeballed me dubiously, but they didn’t try to stop the drow as she knelt before the glowing crystal and went to work.

Another volley of missiles and hurled spears bounced off the wahket’s shields, and they responded with a flurry of crossbow bolts from our side of the barrier. A few more raiders stumbled away from the breach as the withering fire punched through their armor. 

I felt a pang of regret at the ka lost when those bastards died outside my dungeon, but there was nothing to be done about that. As long as the wahket kept the raiders away from the gate until Kezakazek had finished, I didn’t care how the bad guys died.

“She’s kind of hot,” Zillah said to Nephket. She eyeballed the dark elf and licked her lips with a lascivious grin. “In an evil, I’ll-eat-your-gizzard-before-you-wake-up-the-morning-after kind of way.”

“Never was a big fan of gizzards,” Kezakazek responded. “Though I do like a good blood sausage.”

“Naughty,” Zillah said with a smirk. She whipped her tail past the defensive barrier and through the breach. A raider screamed in pain as the scorpion queen’s stinger punched through his chest and burst from his back. Zillah snapped her tail left, then right, and the two halves of the raider splattered on the ground outside the breach.

Nephket failed miserably to conceal her own laugh as she began to sing a song that filled the wahket with energy. The cat women all cheered as a golden power flowed into them, and another burst of fire from their crossbows pushed the raiders clear of the breach. As long as nothing came through— 

The gate’s surface churned and an angry red glow spread across it like oil over water.

“That is not good,” I said. “How can this damn thing operate if we’ve disconnected half of its power supply?”

“It only needs one cell connected to transfer its targets,” Kezakazek said. Her pointed nails worked feverishly at the fourth power connection. “But the fewer connected cells, the longer it will take them to get a fix and pass through the gate. Keep an eye on its shade. It will go the colors of the rainbow, starting with red and ending with violet, and then the extermination squad will arrive. We probably shouldn’t be here when that happens.”

“I’ll take that under advisement,” I said. 

A quick look to the breach told me there were still plenty of raiders out there. Those dicks were up to something, but I couldn’t tell what. I saw a lot of torches, despite the fact that the sun was still well above the horizon, and I didn’t like the implication of that one teensy bit.

“Crossbows, get ready. Something bad is about to happen,” I said. “If you see someone with fire, any kind of fire, shoot them.”

If there was one thing I’d learned during my time at the Dungeons & Dragons tables, it was that adventurers despised a fair fight. They liked dirty tricks, and the granddaddy of all dirty tricks was the old flask of burning oil.

If the raiders started chucking Molotovs in here, they wouldn’t have to get past the barrier. They could smoke us out or turn this chamber into an oven and broil us alive. All the crossbow bolts in the world wouldn’t be enough to stop a fire.

“You need to get this done fast,” I said to Kezakazek. “That stupid portal is already yellow. I thought you said it would take longer with fewer power cells.”

“It is taking longer,” Kezakazek said. She licked her lips and twisted a screw with her fingernails. “Gate transport normally only takes a few seconds.”

She didn’t look away from the device in her hands, but she didn’t have to for me to feel the heat of her rage. The dark elf was the smallest of my guardians, if you didn’t count Pinchy and her friends, but I found myself a little nervous around the drow. She had a lot of anger trapped in that little body, and I needed to make sure it was channeled in a constructive direction.

“You’re doing fine,” Zillah said. To my surprise, the scorpion queen wrapped her tail around the drow’s shoulder in a comforting gesture. “You’ll get it done. I have faith in you.” 

Nephket didn’t stop singing, but she raised an eyebrow toward me at Zillah’s comments. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who found the sweet and kind turn from the scorpion queen to be a little unnerving.

I gave Neph a shrug back. I wasn’t going to pretend that I understood Zillah at all. She was practically a wild creature, and if she felt some sort of strange kinship with Kezakazek, well, I guess that was the way it went. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to have someone I knew I could trust working with the drow on her anger issues.

Outside the breach, the raiders made all my fears come true and flung the first volley of oil flasks at the hole in the chamber’s wall. The wahket were fast enough to shoot most of the glass flasks out of the air, but a few escaped the blistering spray of crossbow bolts and shattered inside the chamber. The spilled oil was still on the far side of the protective barrier I’d created, but it wouldn’t matter. A big enough fire on that side would suck the air out of our lungs, and that would be the end of us. The execution squad would arrive to find nothing in here but a bunch of broiled wahket. The fact that the fire might kill them, too, was cold comfort, indeed.

Torches followed the oil flasks, and though several of the wahket managed to hit those as they sailed into the chamber, the crossbow bolts didn’t have enough mass to deflect the fiery projectiles. The flaming brands rolled into the oil, and flames spread across the floor and up the walls of the chamber with alarming speed.

“That’s five,” Kezakazek said. She dropped a long, silver screw on the ground between her feet and lifted the wire it had held in place free from its bracket.

Then she glanced up at the gate and groaned. 

When I followed her gaze, I felt a sick ball of dread drop into my gut. Blue light swirled across the gate’s surface. 

Only indigo and violet remained before the extermination squad arrived. It wouldn’t take more than a minute for the gate to get through those colors at the rate it had been cycling.

“I can’t do this,” Kezakazek said. “The last connection is the one with the booby trap. It will take me at least five minutes to disarm it, and we don’t have that kind of time.”

Nephket had stopped singing, and I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t see much point in pumping everyone full of stamina if the fight was almost over.

Zillah licked her lips and put an arm around the priestess’s waist. Her tail tightened and pulled Kezakazek closer to her.

All three of them watched me with wide, expectant eyes. They didn’t have the answer to our problem. That’s what they were looking at me to provide. The flames licked at the walls of the chamber, and waves of heat washed over us. Shadows moved in the depths of the gate, and I glimpsed the outlines of well-armed figures headed our way. The time for indecision was over.

It was time to be the boss.

“What happens if the booby trap detonates?” I asked Kezakazek.

She glanced down at the crystal in her hand, then peered deeper into the guts of the iron box attached to the side of the gate.

“Based on the size of this crystal, I’d guess it holds at least fifty ka,” she said. “If it detonates, the explosion will flatten everything within a quarter mile. Whatever the blast doesn’t destroy outright will burn. There’ll be a scar in this spot for a thousand years.”

The gate’s surface shifted to a deeper blue. 

Indigo.

Shit. I hated to lose the crystal because I could do a lot with fifty ka.

But not if I were dead.

“Everyone out,” I barked. “Nephket and Zillah, get the wahket back underground. Get as far from here as fast as you can. Don’t look back, just run.”

I could see in their eyes my guardian and familiar wanted to argue with me, but they bit back their protest. When push came to shove, they knew this was my call, and they didn’t have the luxury of disagreeing with it. 

“Pull back!” Zillah shouted at the wahket. “Down the ramp, now!”

The wahket jumped to follow Zillah’s command and vanished down the ramp in a frenzied rush. 

More flasks shattered against the top half of the barrier, and a cascade of flame poured down. The air shimmered with waves of heat distortion, and Kezakazek flinched away from the attack.

“You need to get the hell out of here, too,” I said to Kezakazek. The gate’s power source was in my dungeon, so I was confident I could handle such a simple task. “What do I need to do? Just yank this wire out?”

“I’ll do it,” Kezakazek said. “I’m not sure you’ll survive a raw ka detonation.”

I stared into the dark elf’s violet eyes and felt her thoughts churn like storm clouds on the horizon. Could I trust the dark elf to do the right thing?

If Kezakazek did nothing, the extermination squad would arrive, they’d kill her, and then those assholes would tear my core apart. 

I’d be dead. There’d be no one to protect the wahket.

If Kezakazek was so pissed she’d die just to see me dead, I was screwed. But if I didn’t show my trust in Kezakazek when she’d offered to make this play for me, I’d never have a chance to earn her trust. She’d fight me tooth and nail for the rest of her life.

And if I took this choice out of her hands and pulled the trigger myself, there was a decent chance I’d end up dead.

I weighed my options and decided to take the risk.

“Do it,” I said.

I turned to leave the chamber, but Kezakazek grabbed my hand and pulled me close. She stood on her tiptoes and hooked her arms around the back of my head. The dark elf pulled my head down toward hers and planted an open-mouthed kiss on my lips that stole the breath from my lungs.

“You owe me,” she whispered into my mouth and pushed me toward the tunnel.

I ran to catch up to the wahket. I hadn’t gone far before all hell broke loose.

A sound like a thousand china cabinets being hurled down the world’s longest flight of stairs shattered the air above us. A light so bright and white I swear I could see through my dungeon’s rock walls flashed into the tunnel, and even my disincarnated eyes ached at its brilliance.

The wahket yowled and dropped their weapons and shields as raw terror ripped through their ranks. Their padded feet slapped against the stone, and their arms and legs pumped for all they were worth. Nephket and Zillah were hot on the wahket’s heels, and by the time I caught up to them we’d almost reached the devastated scarabkin temple.

The earth still shook violently around us, and I wondered if Kezakazek had dramatically underestimated the strength of that gate crystal. Throbbing waves of invisible energy coursed through me, and I felt like my immaterial body was tattered and torn by their arcane currents.

If I’d been able to harness that ka...

Shit. 

No use crying over the spilled essence of a few hundred raiders, I guessed.

The earth still shuddered around us, but the wahket had to stop in the temple to gather their breath. They were ragged and shaking from their efforts, and even Zillah looked like she was on the edge of exhaustion.

“She actually did it,” Nephket gasped. “I was sure she’d betray us. But she didn’t.”

“The dark elf came through in the clutch,” I said. “I guess even a dungeon lord can be surprised once in a while.”

“What if she hadn’t?” Zillah asked.

“We’d all be fucked pretty raw,” I said. “But that isn’t what happened. We won.”

But as we dragged our sorry asses back to my dungeon, I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d known that the dark elf wouldn’t kamikaze me and the wahket. Had it been something in her eyes? Or did I believe she was just too hot to be truly evil at heart?

Ancient dungeon lord secret, I guessed.
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Chapter 16: Bound
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BEING A DUNGEON LORD could be a pain in the ass, but the perks were amazing. By the time we’d returned to the burial chamber, I’d used the Tablet of Transformation to convert it into the swankiest lounge this side of the Vegas Strip. Some of the gold I’d transformed earlier became a dozen plush divans large enough for three wahket to sit on comfortably. A few gems bought me low onyx tables, crystal flagons of fine wine, decanters of Gentleman Jack that I’d crafted through the Table of Transformation, and enough delicious meat and cheese trays to feed a small army.

Which was good, because that’s exactly what I had on my hands.

“You did all this?” Nephket asked when she saw my handiwork. “For us?”

The Dungeon’s Visage was still active, and the wahket all had their eyes focused on me when I answered.

“For all of us,” I said. “I helped to show you the way, but you ladies are the ones who shed blood and sweat to kick those raiders off your land.”

My familiar’s eyes were wide and wet with tears she could barely hold back. Her lower lip trembled slightly as she crossed the room to me, clasped both of my cheeks in her hands, and kissed me.

“There’s something I must do,” she said quietly when she finally pulled her head back from mine for a breath. She placed her soft hands flat against my chest, and the tips of her claws pricked my skin. “Something I have to see.”

I knew what she wanted before I saw her thoughts. I wanted it, too.

“Take ten of the wahket with you,” I said. “The strongest of them. If anything were to happen to you now, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“We’d murder the hell out of someone,” Zillah growled. She curled her tail around her human legs and sat on its coils surrounded by fawning wahket. The cat women admired the scorpion queen for her fighting prowess and indomitable spirit, and I felt the same way. 

“I wish I could go with you,” Zillah said. “But, you know, our dungeon lord won’t let some of us leave the dungeon. We’re trapped down here with all these hotties.”

“I know. I bet it’s killing you,” Nephket said with a wink. She passed through the crowd of wahket and gently tapped ten of them on the shoulders. By the time she’d reached the other side of the room, a small honor guard of warrior women surrounded her.

“Take these,” I said and transformed more of the gold into steel-tipped spears. Their hafts were ironwood, engraved with silver-inlaid runes that told the tale of our battle against the raiders. The spears appeared against the wall next to the exit from the burial chamber, and the wahket took them reverently from their resting place as they headed out for one more mission.

“We really did it,” Zillah said to me. She had a wahket under each of her arms, and they nuzzled both sides of her neck as she spoke. “You know, when you first found me, I thought you were crazy.”

“Maybe you were right,” I said with a wide grin. “And maybe it doesn’t matter.”

Zillah chuckled and took a decanter of wine off the table in front of her. She tilted her head back and poured a thick red stream of alcohol into her open mouth. A few ruby red beads dribbled from her lips, and the wahket on her left licked them from off the scorpion queen’s chin.

“Crazy always matters,” Zillah said to me. “If you’re smart enough to know when and how to use it.”

“Am I?” I asked. I wanted that wine for myself but knew it wasn’t happening. Even if I could drink it, something told me it would be as flat and tasteless as water. Not disgusting, not even bad, just insufferably bland.

I really, really hoped there was an ability that would let me eat and drink again hidden somewhere on the Tablet of Transformation.

“I guess we’ll see,” Zillah said. “Why don’t you come over here and join us?”

Her right hand slid under the strap of the wahket’s halter and slipped it free of the cat woman’s shoulder. It was an enticing invitation, but I wanted to see Nephket’s mission through first.

“Soon,” I said.

“Not soon enough,” Zillah growled. She nipped at the neck of the wahket on her right, and the young woman giggled and wrapped her arms around the scorpion queen’s head.

I leaned back in the iron throne and closed my eyelids. My vision blurred and shifted, and then I was behind Nephket’s eyes. I’d already widened all the passages in the dungeon and shrank the tunnel that led to the scarabkin temple and the former site of the gate, so the wahket didn’t have to crawl when they left the tomb.

The small war party hustled past the enormous fig tree that stood guard over the tomb’s entrance and clambered out to a rocky outcrop that jutted from the hillside and overlooked the valley. 

Nephket looked down on the oasis, and the cool, blue waters glowed like liquid flames under the crimson rays of the setting sun. Smoke rose from the north side of the oasis in thick, black tendrils that clawed at the sky like bestial talons.

The land beneath that smoke was a black splotch against the pale sand-strewn hills that surrounded it. The site where the gate had once stood was the epicenter of a dark stain on the landscape. Despite the damage of the ka blast, though, I knew my final dungeon chamber still stood. It was damaged, but I could fix that.

“It killed her?” Nephket asked. Her heart ached for the drow’s sacrifice, and I shared her pain.

The drow had warned me that the ka detonation might wipe out even a dungeon lord. What chance did a single first-level guardian have against that kind of insane power?

“Yes,” I said. One moment I’d felt Kezakazek’s agony in my mind like a white-hot ball of steel, and the next moment it had vanished. “But she kept her promise.”

Nephket had no answer to that. She and the rest of the wahket stared down into the bowl of the oasis. Their keen eyes scanned the terrain for any signs of movement. They watched until the sun was so low on the horizon that its light no longer reached the waters of the Kahtsinka, and in that time, they saw nothing save the wind that rustled the reeds at the edge of the water, a few small rabbits scampering for the warrens, and the twisted eddies of black smoke that rose into the sky. 

The raiders were gone. The blast had completely destroyed them.

“Come back,” I said. “We won. It’s over. It’s time to celebrate.”

“Oh, yes,” Nephket said, and I could feel the grin that spread across her face. “It is indeed.”

As my familiar returned with her retinue, I looked at the inside of my arm. There were twenty ka vessels there, and all of them were illuminated. Somehow, the detonation had netted me an enormous number of motes, and I wasn’t sure exactly how that had worked. Maybe there had been more raiders inside the chamber when the gate exploded than I’d thought. Or maybe the chamber had somehow captured some raw energy from the blast and funneled it to me. I really wished that Kezakazek were there to explain what had happened in those final seconds, so I could figure out how to net another big ka haul.

But you know what they say about wishing in one hand. 

By the time Nephket and the wahket who had accompanied her had returned to the burial chamber, the celebration was in full swing. The wahket who had remained behind nursed their wounds with wine and fed one another slices of meat from the trays I’d laid out for them. They nibbled at the cheeses but seemed to find those more of an interesting novelty than actual food. Zillah, on the other hand, ate the meat and the cheese like she was afraid someone was going to take it from her.

You can take the girl out of the blighted grove of dead trees, but you can never take the blighted grove of dead trees out of the girl, apparently.

As Nephket pushed aside the tapestry and entered the burial chamber, her eyes burned into mine. There was a hunger in her gaze that matched my own inflamed appetite. Her hands stroked the heads of the wahket who sat on the divans between us, and her claws combed through the glossy strands of their long hair.

“Welcome back,” I said, my voice husky with desire. Somehow, despite the soot stains on her cheeks and the bandages wrapped around her left wrist, Nephket managed to look more entrancing than she had the day I’d met her.

She smiled, and her cheeks flushed a deep, dark red as she mounted the steps to the cobra throne. Her eyes stayed fixed on mine as she reached behind her with her left hand and untied the leather strap of her halter. The coins jingled and jangled against one another as the thin top went slack across the heavy mounds of her breasts.

Nephket stopped at the top step, her eyes even with mine, and slowly untied the second knot at the back of her neck. Her halter clattered to the floor between us, and a half-dozen coins snapped free from their threads and bounced down the steps with a series of musical chimes.

We said nothing as we stared at one another, and for a long moment we were the only two creatures in my dungeon. Her breath quickened as our gazes deepened, and her thoughts mingled with mind in a whirlwind of predatory hunger and carnal desire.

She flung herself at me, heedless of the other wahket and Zillah, who watched us with growing interest. Nephket landed with her knees straddling my hips, and her hands braced against the cobra throne on either side of my head. 

Nephket’s tongue flickered across her lips as she thrust her head forward for a kiss.

But I raised my left hand and stopped her.

“You don’t want this?” she asked, a mixture of disbelief, disappointment, and quiet anger in her eyes.

“Oh, I want this,” I said. It took every ounce of willpower I could summon not to tear Nephket’s skirt away and bury myself inside her. “But not until you say my name.”

“My Lord—” Nephket started and then bit her lower lip. She shook her head, and a single bright tear carved a smooth trail through the soot on her right cheek. A faint, sad smile crossed the priestess’s face as she let go of one truth and embraced another.

She ground her hips against me, a slow, seductive dance to the rhythm of her pulse. Her eyes sparkled fever-bright, and the spicy cinnamon and honey perfume of her breath plucked at my senses.

“Say it,” I growled. My hands had found Nephket’s hips of their own accord, but I held myself in check. I wanted Nephket to see me for who I was, to understand that I was not some myth from her people’s forgotten past. I wasn’t a savior they were destined to serve. I was a man who wanted her, a man who would do anything for her.

“I see you,” she whispered and lowered her head until our foreheads touched. “I see you, Clay Knight.”

She rose above me for a moment and then sank down in a smooth, silky motion that bound us together. Our minds had been joined for days, but our bodies were new to each other, and every motion was a new territory for us to explore together.

Time passed in a blur of sensation so exquisite it was almost pain. The wahket around us joined together in mutual celebration and comfort. They cried out as their wounds were jostled and then moaned as pleasure replaced the pain.

“Room for one more?” Zillah asked after what seemed like a blissful eternity.

Her tail coiled around the back of my head and hooked itself around Nephket’s waist. The scorpion queen’s human body slid in next to the cat woman, and her hands curved around our shoulders. The chitinous bands that had covered her were gone, and she seemed proud of her exquisite nudity.

Honestly, she had a lot to be proud of.

“Always,” Nephket said. She kissed me, then turned her head to the side to meet Zillah’s lips.

“How about you make room for the respawned guardian who saved all of your asses?” Kezakazek asked from the entrance to the burial chamber. She shivered as she looked around the room where she’d almost died, but then she straightened her spine and stalked toward us with every bit as much grace as the cat women who filled the room with their passionate cries.

“Oh, yes,” Zillah said. “Get that sweet drow ass over here. Now.”

To say that I was glad the ka detonation hadn’t destroyed Kezakazek was an understatement. I don’t know how I knew it, but my instincts told me I’d need the dark elf in the not-too-distant future. And not just as a sacrificial lamb to set off a suicide bomb. She was important to me. I just needed to figure out how.

She was also dangerously attractive and brought a dark intensity to our mutual passion.

The rest of the night flowed around us as thick and sweet as honey. The heat of my guardians’ bodies warmed me, and I did my best to return the favor. We became one in what seemed like a never-ending series of configurations, our bodies merging and parting only to merge again.

Although they couldn’t touch me, the wahket joined us in spirit. They did their best to keep up with my guardians and me, but we outlasted the cat women. It was long after the last of the wahket had curled up in a sleepy ball that my guardians collapsed in a heap around me.

The ladies slept the guileless slumber of the exhausted, and I watched over them.
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Chapter 17: The Message
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“CLAY,” A GRUFF, FAMILIAR voice called to me from outside my burial chamber. “Clay Knight. I’ve got a message for you.”

For a moment, I couldn’t believe I’d heard the words. None of my guardians had stirred, and Pinchy hadn’t warned me of an intruder’s approach. Whoever was out there was one sneaky badass.

My hackles rose as I extricated myself from the entwined bodies of my guardians, but none of the women stirred.

I almost woke them but then chose not to. I had a vague sense that whoever had come knocking on my door wasn’t a threat in the immediate sense of the word. If they were sneaky enough to get into my tomb without raising any alarms from my guardians, they could have sneaked into the burial chamber and really caused a problem. The fact that they hadn’t seemed to indicate they were more interested in talking than fighting.

Plus, if I needed them, my guardians could be by my side in the blink of an eye. In the meantime, I’d let them sleep. After their energetic exertions of the night before, they’d certainly earned at least forty winks.

As I left my burial chamber, I decided to update my look. There was no point in appearing to visitors in my simple loincloth and headdress. Instead, I’d appear in a manner more befitting my kick-ass station.

My headdress changed into an impressive enameled cobra’s skull. Its eyes glowed with a venomous green fire and its scythe-like fangs framed my face while the spine ran straight down my neck to my shoulders.

Golden armor encased my naked torso, the shoulders tipped with curved spikes the size of a bull’s horns. A thick serpent-hide belt wrapped itself around my waist and fastened in place with a heavy golden clasp. Fine scale mail covered my legs, and heavy boots with steel scorpions for heels encased my feet.

“All right, motherfucker,” I muttered. “You better have a damned good reason for calling me away from that cuddle puddle.”

My gentleman caller paced the floor in front of the throne in my audience chamber. He wore an elegant three-piece suit that barely contained his bulging muscles and did nothing at all to hide the heavy pistol that printed against his jacket. He didn’t notice me when I entered, and I chose not to get his attention until I’d taken a seat on my imposing throne.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked.

He jerked around and stared at me. I felt a cold pit open in my stomach when I recognized the guy.

“It appears your circumstances have improved, Mr. Knight,” the orc thug said. It was the same asshole who’d kidnapped me three days before. The same orc who’d threatened to kill me if I didn’t do the job for his employers.

My fingers tightened on the arms of my throne, and I leaned forward to put as much force behind my words as possible.

“Did you come here to die?” I asked. “Because that’s what’s going to happen in the next few seconds unless you give me a reason not to have my guardians pull you apart and decorate this place with your guts.”

The orc thug raised his hands and offered me a toothy grimace that he must have thought was a smile.

“I’m no fool,” he said. “I didn’t come here to threaten you. In fact, I’m not really here at all. But I bet you’ve guessed that already.”

“All right.” I pretended I’d figured out his game long before he told me. “If you didn’t come here so I could kill you, why are you wasting my time?”

“Because, Mr. Knight,” the orc said, “you saved the Inkolana cartel a great deal of embarrassment when you stopped those raiders from looting this place. They sent me here because we owe you a billion dollars.”

My thoughts swirled around the implication of his words. Was my tomb some part of the DECS system? It made sense, in a crazy kind of way, but if that was the case, I wondered what that made me. 

I almost followed that line of reasoning down into a deep, dark rabbit hole before I thought better of it and turned my attention back to the orc.

“You have the money with you?” I asked. “Honestly, I’m not going to take a check or a bank transfer. I’ll need it in gold coins.”

The orc chuckled at that and shook his head. He raised his palms toward the sky and gave me a little halfhearted shrug and a rueful grin.

“Unfortunately,” he explained, “when you left Earth, you stepped outside our immediate sphere of influence. The money is still there waiting for you in a secure account if you ever come back for it. But somehow I doubt you’ll ever leave all this behind for something as simple as money.”

At one time that ridiculous sum of money would have been enough to make me do almost anything. I’d have cut off one of my balls and eaten it for a billion dollars. I’d have left my only friend, my favorite dog, and my mom behind for a stack of bills that tall.

But now, I just didn’t fucking care about the money. 

Going back to Earth meant leaving behind Nephket, Zillah, and even Kezakazek. It would mean giving up my position as a dungeon lord and all the responsibilities and privileges that entailed.

“You’re right,” I said to the orc. “I don’t think I’m going back to Earth. Did you just swing by to taunt me with money I was never going to get my hands on?”

“Not at all, Mr. Knight,” the orc said. “I’m here to offer you something my employers hope you will find almost as valuable as the money would have been in your previous life: information.”

The orc reached into his jacket with his right hand, and I tensed on my throne. He held his left hand up in a placating gesture.

“This is a map of Soketra,” he said. He pulled a golden tablet from his jacket and tossed it toward me. It hung in the air a few yards away, and I summoned it with a thought.

The tablet’s surface was engraved with a highly detailed map of Soketra’s four continents and vast, island-dotted seas. 

A bright golden orb on the southernmost continent marked what I instinctively knew was my dungeon. A series of smaller orbs radiated out from that location in a pattern that reminded me of the intersections of the threads in a spiderweb. They were almost even, but not quite, and without the map it would’ve taken me a hell of a long time to find them.

And beyond that web of white sparks, isolated networks of red dots smoldered like embers across the map’s surface.

“Those white dots are geomantic nexuses,” the orc said. “They’re ripe for the taking. All you have to do is claim their steles.”

If what he said was true, this map was extremely valuable. The ability to claim more steles and expand my dungeon would make the central tomb more secure and safer from intruders. If there were other villages of cat women out there that needed to be liberated, I’d be able to find them with this map.

My thoughts drifted toward Rathokhetra’s memory of an empire that held all of Soketra within its bounds. Could I do that? 

Did I want to?

“And the red dots?” I asked, though I dreaded his answer.

The orc let out a long, gusty sigh and shrugged again.

“I think you already know,” he said. “Those are other dungeon lords. Your enemies.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I said. “But I don’t really want to fight other dungeon lords. It seems like a huge waste of time and effort. I’ll send a messenger to them. We could make a big dungeon lord circle, sing Kumbaya. Hell, if a few of us put our heads together, we could use our powers to make one hell of a new world.”

“I like you, Mr. Knight,” the orc said. “But you have a lot to learn. Powerful people usually want to become even more powerful people. They only cooperate if they think it gives them an upper hand over those who seek their help. And that’s in a world where open warfare with your neighbors is frowned upon. Here? Every dungeon lord on Soketra wants the same thing.”

“And what is that?” I asked.

“Everything,” the orc said with a smug smile. “Every goddamnned thing they can see and a bunch of other things they can’t. Most of those red dots won’t be happy until they have every stele under their control, and every other dungeon lord on this little world is dead.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” I asked. “What’s in it for your bosses?”

The orc raised one finger and made a motion as if tallying my point on a scoreboard.

“Now you’re thinking like a dungeon lord,” he said. “My bosses think you’ll be useful somewhere down the road. I don’t know how, and I don’t know why, but their sources tell them it’s better to be on your good side than the bad. And now that I’ve delivered my message and the map, it’s time for me to go. Best of luck to you, Mr. Knight.”

The orc’s body grew fuzzy, and its outline came apart in fuzzy streams.

“Wait!” I shouted. 

Now that the orc had cut our conversation short, a thousand questions pushed their way to the front of my mind. Why did the Inkolana cartel have orcs on the payroll? Were they somehow connected to another dungeon lord? I wanted to know how the Inkolana thug had found me here. I wanted to know why a bunch of criminal masterminds thought I’d help them down the road. And more than anything, I wanted to know how he’d come to Soketra from Earth, and whether it was a trick we could do in reverse.

Just in case.

But I never got a chance to ask any of those questions. Before I could form another word, the orc was gone.

In the dead of the night, I sat on my throne and studied the map. I wondered about those red dots and who was behind them.

And I made plans, because apparently that’s what dungeon lords do while everyone else is getting a good night’s sleep.

By the time the morning sun had peeked its bloody head above the horizon, I was ready.

“Rise and shine, ladies,” I whispered into the sleepy heads of my guardians. “It’s time to take over the world.”
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ONE

IT WAS GOING TO BE one of those nights at the Coffee Clutch. You’d think midnight in a Denver coffee shop would be pretty chill, and it was most of the time. But then things can get weird on the night before a guy’s twentieth birthday.

Steven Whipp grabbed the mop out of the cleaning closet just as Bud came in and kicked the water bucket. “Oops,” Bud sneered. “I just gave you more to mop up. Gotta earn that minimum wage, Cool Whipp.”

Steven tried to ignore the guy. What was the point of getting in a fight and losing his job over some bully messing with him? The cleaning company job was the one job that Steven actually liked. His other two jobs—shelving books at the Denver Metro University’s library and working in the cafeteria—were stupidly boring. Besides, there was no Tessa Ross there to make them bearable.

Bud swaggered back to the employee lockers to grab his jacket and backpack. He’d leave early and let Tessa close down the latte machines and other equipment. It was unfair to Tessa, but Steven could relax once the jerk-off left.

Steven maneuvered the rolling bucket and mop out of the cleaning closet and into the main area of the coffee shop. Chairs crowned the tables, and while the bright overhead lights had been turned off, the neon signs cast a multicolored light like a buzzing rainbow. Tessa cleaned behind the bar, wiping off the machines with a rag and listening to music on her phone through one earbud. The other dangled free.

Even late on a Wednesday night, traffic still moved down Broadway in a parade of lights.

Before Steven started mopping, he inhaled and smelled the sweetly bitter coffee and Tessa’s perfume. He so wanted to tell her how he felt about her, but she was light-years out of his league.

She was a hipster chick—tattoos, piercings, and one side of her dark hair shaved. She dressed in black and wasn’t afraid of showing a vast valley of pale cleavage. She was a thicker girl, but Steven didn’t mind a bit. He liked women with hips. While Tessa was ultra-cool and listened to music he’d never heard of, Steven was just an everyday average normal guy—medium height, medium weight, medium everything. He did like his hair, though, which was thick and inky. That was all he had going for him. He was too busy dealing with three jobs and working his way to a bachelor’s degree to be cool. He’d never be able to afford even a single tattoo. He wasn’t exactly shy, but he wasn’t all that outgoing either. 

He splashed the mop down and started in the far corner by the door. If he timed it right, he’d get to the coffee bar right when Tessa finished. On good nights, she’d stay, and they’d talk. On bad nights, she’d leave to hook up with someone, guy or girl. Tessa was pansexual and proud of it. On those nights, Steven wanted to burn the entire city down out of mad jealousy.

Bud walked out of the back room wearing what he called his extroverted bomber jacket and sunglasses, even though it was past midnight. He tossed Tessa a look and then did what he normally did. He pointed to a spot and said, “Hey, Cool Whipp, you missed a spot.”

He laughed at his own joke. Instead of leaving, he paused. “What kind of a name is Whipp anyway?”

Steven felt Tessa watching them. He wanted to shove Bud, or come up with a snappy comeback, but his head was blank. Truthfully, he didn’t much like his last name either.

“It’s a name,” Steven said. “Just leave, Bud.”

The guy smirked. “That’s the thing. You can’t tell me what to do. You’re just the cleaning guy. Tessa and I are baristas. We’re important. You’re not. We’re the lords, and you’re the servant, Cool Whipp.”

Steven could picture himself slapping Bud across the face with the mop, but then Bud would contact the owners of the Coffee Clutch and there went that job. He’d have to spend a fortune on coffee just to spend time with Tessa. 

He slapped the mop onto the floor. “Sure, Bud. I get it.”

Bully Bud laughed, unlocked the door, and went out into the night.

Tessa returned to cleaning. Steven made his way across the floor, hating himself for being such a punk. The fact was, he didn’t feel like a servant. He didn’t think he’d be smelling like disinfectant when he was in his fifties, unlike his mom, who worked as a cleaner at the Denver airport. He knew that at some point, things would change. But when?

He had the floor shining when he reached Tessa, who sat on the counter, so he could get to the coffee stains and cast-off grounds on the tile floor. 

He glanced up and saw she was watching him.

“He’s wrong,” Steven said suddenly. Well, that was certainly off script. He always let Tessa talk first. He didn’t want to be the douche who talked her ears off.

“I know he is,” Tessa said. “But come on, at some point, you are going to have to stand up to him. He messes with you because he can get away with it.”

Steven leaned on his mop and dared to look into her face. She had a nose piercing and hazel eyes that changed color. Sometimes they were greener, and sometimes they were bluer, and sometimes they were even a brownish color. She obviously dyed her hair black, and he liked the combination. Always had. Dark hair with blue or green eyes was striking. There was a foreign exchange student at Metro University from India named Aria who had similar features. Steven thought Aria might be a model because she was kill-me-slow gorgeous. She sometimes studied in the coffee shop. She loved the caramel lattes there.

Yeah, the caramel lattes were good. Behind Tessa, the specials of the day, latte this, frap that, were written in her distinctive handwriting, full of loops and character. She’d also added little flourishes—cartoons of happy cups of coffee promising sweetness and caffeine.

“Guys like Bud don’t matter in the long run,” Steven said. “So what if he bullies me? I have a ton of stuff I want to do in this life, and I’m not going to let dicks like that get to me.”

Tessa grinned at him. It was warm and welcoming. “What kind of stuff are you going to do?”

Steven felt a blush warm his face. “I have no idea. But ... can I be honest with you?”

Tessa glanced at one of the many watches on her left wrist along with a bunch of brass bangles and plastic bracelets. “It’s after midnight, early on a Thursday morning. If you can’t be honest with me now, then when?”

Steven felt the fear in his belly like cold water. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He was going to push forward and tell her something he’d never told anyone before in his entire life. And yet, every second of every moment he had felt it. “Tessa, this is going to sound stupid, but I feel like I’m going to do something great. It’s just a feeling ... I mean, I have no evidence to support it. I grew up in Thornton, I got Bs in school, and I knew I wasn’t going to go to any big university. Hell, I’m lucky to be going to Metro. But at some point, something is going to happen, and it’s going to make my entire life make sense.”

He watched as the smile dimmed on her face. Her eyes went far away, and a hush filled the coffee shop. A car outside honked a horn and another car roared past on the street. 

What was that look about? Why wasn’t she saying anything? Steven had no idea. There was no way he could ask. He got the mop wet, swirled it into the wringer, drove the handle hard to wring it out, and then started on the floor behind the coffee bar. He’d been so stupid to open up like that. She must think he was such a moron.

He concentrated on wiping away the coffee grime and footprints from the day. In a few short hours he’d be twenty years old officially. According to his mom, he’d been born at exactly 6:16 a.m. But then, sometimes his mom said she’d brought him home at 6:16 a.m. His mom was a bit spacy even on her best days, so he had no idea what time he’d been born. And it was odd how she talked about it. Spacy and odd, that was his mother.

Why wasn’t Tessa saying anything? Finally, he had to break the silence. “You know, today is my birthday. And maybe the big grand something that is going to happen will happen because of my superior mopping skills.”

“You do mop well,” Tessa finally said. 

He risked glancing at her face. Instead of a smirk or sneer or any kind of disgust, he saw tears sparkling in her eyes.

Damn. Her silence was one thing, but tears were a whole other animal, a species he had no idea how to handle. It was time to try and back out of the trouble he’d got himself into. “Well, Tessa, you know, I bet most people think that they’re special. Isn’t that the point of humanitarianism? We’re all special humans living special lives, when in fact we’re just ants.”

Tessa jumped off the counter, landing her trendy knee-high boots squarely onto the area he’d just mopped.

“Don’t,” she said viciously. “Don’t do that.” She grabbed his arm.

He found himself staring into her face. “Don’t mop? You know, Mr. Slocum pays the Broadway Cleaners Incorporated like five hundred dollars a week to keep his coffee shop. Not to brag, but I get like five percent of that. A night. Cha-ching.”

Tessa didn’t smile, and those tears never left her eyes. “Don’t do that either,” she said. “Don’t shit on your truth by avoiding it or by trying to be funny.”

“Trying and failing,” Steven murmured. “Obviously.”

Tessa must’ve realized she had lost control of herself because she let go of his arm and stepped back. “Maybe we’re all ants. Maybe nothing matters. But Steven, you work your ass off. You’ll get home around two, but you have your cafeteria job at nine. You do that, then ace your classes, before you go to the library.”

It was a shock that she knew his schedule as well as she did. Steven wisely stayed quiet.

She kept on talking, passion in her voice. “You’re at least trying to make something of yourself. Me? I have this crappy job, and I write my crappy poetry and practice my crappy calligraphy, and that’s my life. That’s probably going to be my life for the duration. And yet ...” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve felt it too. On some nights, when I’m alone in my room, I know that someday, I’m going to rise above all this. For me, though, it’s wishful thinking ... For you ...”

Steven couldn’t stare into her eyes. They were too intense, too pretty. He slopped the mop back into the bucket.

“You’re doing stuff to make your dreams come true,” Tessa finished. “Unlike me.”

“Give me a break, Tessa. You go out. You have boyfriends and girlfriends and you go dancing and you take care of your brother and you do stuff too. Yeah, I’m going to college, but you could too. I could help—”

Tessa flung out a hand. “It’s all so empty, all that sex, and the newness wears off, and I’m with some hipster and his beard and there’s nothing there. Yes, I have friends, and I love my family, especially my brother, but if some great thing is going to happen to us, we’re going to have to work for it. You’re doing that.” She paused. “I’m not.”

For a second, Steven thought about trying to argue against everything she’d just said. He thought about telling her he’d been in love with her for months. But then, he knew the friend zone well. And with someone like Tessa? It wasn’t just a zone, it was a dungeon, and she’d thrown him into the friend dungeon long ago and thrown away the key. No way would she ever go for him.

Yet, she knew his schedule. She admired him for some strange reason even though he let Bud walk all over him. Could he escape the dungeon and into her heart?

He was about to say something when a guy in a lizard mask covering his entire head charged through the front door. In his hand was a black pistol.

Fuck! Bud hadn’t locked the front door on his way out.

“Take the cash!” Tessa yelped in fear.

No, this guy hadn’t just busted in to rob the place. Something about him, something about the way he moved, how he held the gun, and how his weird red eyes fixed on Steven said that he hadn’t come for the money.

He raised the gun. He didn’t aim for Steven, though. He fired at Tessa.
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