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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Corpses lay scattered inside Zagorath, the last remnants of the Sand Pirates who’d attempted to raid my dungeon. They’d been no match for my minions and my champions. The final nail in the proverbial coffin was my Tainted Elf avatar, Von Dominus.

      From within my blood-colored gem, I examined the equipment of my fallen enemies and felt a shudder of anticipation. Essence and blueprints lay within their items, and even the lifeless bodies could be consumed.

      I went to work.

      Deconstructing the weapons was simple because I knew the steel, and even their designs were somewhat rudimentary. I absorbed the tattered remnants of leather armor and a collection of scabbards before I moved on eagerly to the potions. Like the weapons and armor, the outer containers of the pots weren’t difficult to reduce down to their essences, but the substances inside were delightful feasts of complex compositions.

      The first was a healing substance filled with Infernal Essence. How it’d been attained, I had no idea. To the best of my knowledge, there was no way for an adventurer to channel their essence into anything except sigils, but these potions suggested otherwise. I’d seen the effects of the magical tonics, and I’d even benefited from them by absorbing Jeff’s blood during our battle inside the troll grove.

      I consumed each drop of liquid until I understood its molecular structure. My knowledge became so granular that I began to learn how even the liquid’s atoms held themselves together. As I’d seen in leather and wood, there were hints of deceased organic life.  It seemed there was a refinement method known only to adventurers that allowed them to distill essence through plants and monsters to create potions like these for particular ends.

      The effects of each vial were simple enough, and they were all too familiar after years of video gaming. The red restored health, and the green was designed to aid stamina. I’d witnessed the power of the potions in my encounter with the pirates. They closed surface wounds, neutralized poison, dulled pain, and otherwise worked as an all-round elixir. The stamina potions must have been what allowed my enemies to fight with a ferocity unlike my dungeon’s previous visitors.

      Once the last drop from the final bottle dissipated into essence, the largest readout I’d seen so far appeared in my mind.

      

      
        
        Zagorath

        Type: Infernal Core

        Avatar Time: 180 minutes (refreshes every 24 hours)

      

        

      
        Essences

        Physical - 14,560/20,000

        Infernal - 16,000

        Storm - 20

        Soul - 3,400

      

        

      
        Minions

        Hellbat (25 Infernal Essence)

        Storm Sprite (20 Storm Essence)

      

        

      
        Champions (3/3)

        Bertha the War Troll (Evolution Level 2)

        Puck the Shade (Evolution Level 2)

        Abby the Storm Elemental

      

        

      
        Traps

        Spring Trap (Physical)

        Bladed-Fan (Physical)

        Ceiling Spike (Physical)

        Floor Spike (Physical)

        Wall Spike (Physical)

        Paralysis Ring (Storm)

      

        

      
        Materials

        Obsidian

        Breadrock

        Honeywood

        Troll Iron

        Leather Scraps

        Obsidian Alloy

        Clouded Ruby Gemstone

        Black Leather

        Tanned Leather

        Goblin Oil

        Orc Steel

        Roughweave Cotton

        Cheap Crystal

        Burnished Bronze (new!)

      

        

      
        Blueprints

        Cleaver (Magic)

        Poleaxe (Common)

        Savage Halberd (Magic)

        Savage Mace (Magic)

        Two-Handed Great Sword (Epic)

        Orc Scimitar (Common)

        Orc Short Spear (Common)

        Jerkin (Common)

        Boots (Common)

        Cuffs (Common)

        Pants (Common)

        Belt (Common)

        Pig-Sticking Dagger (Magic)

        Staff (Magic)

        Priestly Robes (Common)

        Satchel (Common)

        Wanderer’s Armor (Common) (new!)

        Pirate Crossbow (Common) (new!)

        Teardrop Crossbow Bolts (Common) (new!)

        Two-handed Broadsword (Magic) (new!)

        Curved Hatchet (Common) (new!)

        Flanged Mace (Common) (new!)

        Warhammer (Magic) (new!)

        Ring (Magic) (new!)

        Spiked Helmet (Common) (new!)

        Breastplate (Common) (new!)

        Leggings (Common) (new!)

        Scabbard (Common) (new!)

        Gauntlets (Common) (new!)

        Glass Vial (Common) (new!)

        Lesser Healing Potion (Magic) (new!)

        Lesser Stamina Potion (Magic) (new!)

      

        

      
        Seals

        Swiftness

        Swiftness +1

        Swiftness +3 (new!)

        Might

        Might +3 (new!)

        Illuminate

        Embolden +2 (new!)

        Fright +1 (new!)

      

        

      
        Zagorath Increased in Power!

        Total Champions Increased: 3 → 4

        Maximum Physical Essence Increased: 20,000 → 30,000

        Maximum Avatar Time: 180 minutes → 360 minutes

      

      

      

      The acquisitions joined my consciousness in a spiral of neural fireworks. The constant flow of power and knowledge was intoxicating, but Abby interrupted my moment of appreciation with her Storm Core’s mental voice.

      “What did you mean by becoming adventurers?” she asked. She was referring to the promise I had made right after we defeated the Sand Pirates. I’d said that our next step was to become adventurers, but I hadn’t explained my intention behind the statement.

      I pulled my focus away from the new materials, weapons, and energy that now shone through every facet of my blood-red dungeon heart. “This is only the beginning, dear Abigail. More dungeons await, outside of Zagorath’s influence. How else do you think I will to bring them under my control unless we venture into them like adventurers?”

      Zagorath, my dungeon, was merely the first step. There were other dungeons. Not in the Infernal Realm, for I was the only one Lilith had created, but there were other realms with other divinities. With my special perks, I could gain the abilities of any other dungeon core I dominated—through sex or conquest.

      I’d already added Abigail’s Storm Sprites to my repertoire, and she’d joined me as a champion. Her elemental form had proved a serious boon in battle, much to the misfortune of the pirates. Bertha, on the other hand, had gifted me with speed and strength. I had also dominated Puck by making him my champion, but I didn’t fuck him. That would have been undesirable, and I hadn’t gained any powers from him either. I’d now come to the conclusion that this special gift from Lilith, the Infernal Goddess, was restricted to conquering members of the fairer sex. Much to my pleasure, since the option of screwing a male monster wasn’t a decision I wanted to make. It also meant, however, that killing a male dungeon core was unlikely to provide me with their abilities, but then, Lilith had said that may dungeon cores inside the Sinarius Realms were female.

      And other dungeon core avatars were my prime targets for my next champion slot. I had just increased my slots from three to four, so I could add another avatar from an entirely different realm. Getting to another realm could prove difficult though; I didn’t even know how far away they were.

      “Your avatar has, what, three hours of lifespan, if that?” Abby asked while I pondered.

      “I have six hours now,” I said. It wasn’t much of an increase, and even six hours was unlikely to take me outside the Infernal Ream. But there was something Bertha had mentioned when we’d first met.

      Travel stones.

      “How far do you really think you’re going to be able to make it on foot?” Abby continued. “It’s not like you can remove your core and have one of your champions carry it into another realm. It is secured to Shadow Crag Mountain now, for good or ill.” I could feel her chuckling to herself. “For all of your power and your victory, Dom, you’re still far too big for your boots. It’s not possible.”

      Not possible, my ass. I made it my business to accomplish the supposedly impossible. It wasn’t a question of fair, or even possible, but one of audacity, and how far I was willing to go with my game plan.

      I could see and hear everything within every portion of my dungeon, like a person playing a Real Time Strategy or Tower Defense game. Except this was no game, and my perceptions were a hundredfold stronger than even the best Augmented Reality games could replicate.

      With a simple act of will, I focused on the First Floor, where Bertha sat in her customary meditative pose, leaning against a pillar on the First Floor. The half-troll shifted at the touch of my mind, and a smile touched her full lips.

      “How may I be of service, Master?” She injected a layer of saucy salaciousness into her jazz-singer voice. “All of these cunning machinations of yours keep you from me. It’s becoming rather frustrating, I must admit.”

      I pulled at her Infernal Essence and tickled her insides with it. She moaned as her lithe emerald body stiffened with pleasure.

      “All good things come with time, my lovely champion. You’re the first demonstration of that.” I paused, formed my thoughts, and composed myself. This was a long shot, and I needed to make sure I wasn’t placing all my bets on the wrong horse. “You mentioned a travel stone, once. Describe them to me.”

      The half-troll’s smile widened. “The little lightning bolt doesn’t know of these stones?”

      There was a little antagonism between Abby and Bertha, but our battle with the pirates had done much to decrease it.

      “You brought it up first,” I told Bertha, “so you get to be the first to inform me.”

      Bertha puffed her chest a little and gave a brief smug smile to Abby’s dungeon heart from across the vast chamber. “They were designed as a method of adventurer transportation. My step-father, Gavin, often used to speak of a golden age, tales handed down from generation to generation. When adventurers could seemingly arrive from anywhere and go to places that would take 40 days by foot.”

      My heart raced with excitement. “And how do they function?”

      “I always wondered at such magic, but Gavin explained them to me as a kind of doorway. Instead of opening to a room, they opened to a completely different land. But, without constant use, or guilds, their insides fall apart, and they can barely be used as anything more than a way of communication.”

      For the first time in what felt like an eternity, my mind flickered back to my old world, on Earth. Back to the old games I’d once played, games not entirely unlike the reality where I now lived. Somehow, the gods of the Sinarius Realms had found a way to combine portals and cell phones together into one device. More raw, unadulterated excitement blasted through my core’s razor-sharp edges.

      I settled myself before I asked further questions. “Your family—they used one, didn’t they? To communicate with the Sand Pirates?”

      Bertha must have sensed my elation, because she opened her eyes, and her smile turned almost crafty. “Of course. I take it you’d like to find one and use it for furthering Zagorath’s strength?”

      “You know me all too well, champion. That is precisely my intention.”

      “Some are buried in the caverns below us, Master.”

      “In Shadow Crag?” I asked.

      “Yes. I stumbled across them as a fledgling.”

      “You must have been quite the explorer.” Puck snickered from his perch on the dais. The goddess, Lilith, the being responsible for transporting me to this world, was depicted in a giant carving on the wall behind him. Lilith’s likeness was a tribute to her goodwill, and the terrible deeds I committed—and would continue to commit—in her name.

      “It was unintentional,” the half-troll shot back. “I had been playing in the tunnels at the time.”

      “Playing? Bertha, I can hardly imagine you playing as a young half-troll.” The Shade fluttered above the dais to taunt her.

      “My play involved killing sulfur gnomes—a pity there weren’t any imps. I particularly like slaying their kind.”

      “Good thing I’m no longer an imp,” he said, and he expanded his form so that it was almost seven feet of pure shadows. A menacing creature, no doubt, but Bertha showed no sign of being intimidated. Instead, she grabbed her halberd and stood to face Puck.

      “Enough. There will be time for sparring later,” I said before focusing on Bertha. “Tell me more of these stones.”

      “They’re large, Master. Far too large for even the combined might of all your champions to carry into Zagorath.”

      “I’ll think of a way,” I said.

      I’d consumed materials by the metric shit-ton, reforged weapons with magical sigils, and spawned creatures from nothing more than the energy of Lilith herself. I’d continuously overcome my own limitations with only a little prior planning and having the balls to stick it out where others would have fallen down and died. But I needed more information, more of an understanding of what these travel stones looked like, how they functioned, and, most importantly, whether or not I could consume and recreate them inside Zagorath’s halls.

      “What are they made of?” I asked Bertha. “Do they look anything like the soul forge, or the effigies I’ve used to spawn lesser minions?”

      Those were the only two things I’d been completely unable to break down so far. My suspicion was that the gods themselves crafted them in such a way that they couldn’t be tampered with, to maintain a cosmic balance between adventurers and dungeon cores.

      “No, they’re not made of that strange metal,” the half-troll answered. “It’s a kind of gem, or crystal. They’re melted into the ground, and they’re incredibly difficult to uproot, let alone move.”

      “But you know where I can find one?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Bertha replied. “Although I wouldn’t be able to point it out without a map.”

      With a thought, an old tool that Lilith had gifted me flickered into my dungeon’s senses—a map of Shadow Crag. In a few moments, I carved a perfect replica on the obsidian tiles in front of the half-troll.

      “There.” Bertha crouched down and pressed a fingertip to the map. She was pointing to a small cavern in the lower tunnels of Shadow Crag, where I’d first spawned in the Sinarius Realms. “There’s a stone here.”

      “It is a mountain.” Puck latched onto the pillar above her like a looming gargoyle. “There’s likely to be at least one stone inside of it.”

      Bertha ignored him, her face glowing with excitement. “This cave is where you’ll find one. I remember seeing it as a fledgling. Jeff and Ma dragged me away from it, years ago, but there’s one here.”

      Interest glowed in Puck’s blood-red eyes as he looked at the map. “Fascinating. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a sketched representation of Shadow Crag this complete before. Where did you find this, Master?”

      “Lilith continues to provide,” I answered with a chuckle.

      I considered the possibilities carefully. Bertha knew the location of one of these travel stones. If I could gain access to it, I could examine it more closely and discern a way of using it. Abby had made clear that the other realms were impossible to reach in only six hours, so my only option was a travel stone.

      Accessing this cave would take some time, but if I were to focus my excavation into a single, sharp point—like a scalpel—I could extend Zagorath’s reach out to this room, gain access to the cavern, and make it part of the dungeon.

      Then, I could use the stone to venture into lands unknown.
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      I wanted to begin seeking out the travel stone immediately, but my champions would be idle while I worked, and that would be a dreaded inefficiency I couldn’t allow. Before Puck had become a Shade, he’d mentioned an effigy that his imp kin kept in their homeland, and now was a perfect time for him to retrieve it.

      “Puck,” I said.

      “Master?” His form dissipated into shadows before it materialized directly in front of my core. The longer I let my senses fall on him, the more I realized how much he had changed. He still had wings like a demon, but he seemed wrapped in shadow-like bandages, almost as if he was a demonic variant of an Egyptian Mummy.  He hadn’t looked like that when he’d first evolved from an Infernal Imp into a Shade, but I figured he was slowly coming into his new body and taking a more permanent form.

      I had to admit, I was impressed.

      “What do you require from your gracious and handsome servant?” Puck asked.

      “I recall you mentioning an effigy your tribe had in their possession,” I said.

      “Yes, of the Lesser Imp. Surely you don’t intend to fill the mighty halls of Zagorath with such troublesome creatures? Their minds are unlike the Hellbats. They are much too intelligent for their own good. I fear you would be unable to control them.”

      “Don’t make assumptions about my abilities,” I said, an air of threat in my tone. I liked Puck, but as the dungeon’s overlord, I couldn’t allow him to speak down to me.

      “I wouldn’t dare. I’m merely suggesting that your dungeon doesn’t need them.”

      “I’ll be the one to decide what shall join my dungeon.” This time, I clothed Puck in my ethereal senses, and he shuddered a little. I didn’t want to cause him pain, just show him who his master was.

      “Of course, Master,” Puck said after he exhaled. “I will retrieve the effigy for you.”

      “Good. Your task will not go unrewarded.” I had something special in mind for Puck, a task that might make him the first Infernal creature to venture outside of this realm.

      “I like rewards,” Puck snickered as he faded into a cloud of shadows. “Are you sure you will not require my strength and speed?”

      “The dungeon is safe without you,” Bertha shot as she resumed her meditative position a few feet away.

      “Ha! The half-troll knows so little about my new form. What did you receive? A few more tattoos. Me? I became one with the shadows. The very embodiment of darkness!”

      “Bravo,” Bertha said in a deadpan voice. She opened a single eye and then, made a slow clap. “Would you like a trophy?”

      “Bah!” Puck spat as his shadow form glided across the chamber, up the staircase, and across the Antechamber before he left the dungeon.  

      A flicker of emerald-green caught my eye as Bertha slid to her feet. A crackle of electricity, and Abby’s avatar spawned in a swirl of storm clouds and humming blue energy. Both female champions stood in front of my gem as it bathed them in a crimson glow.

      “So, Dom,” Abby murmured, a little shyly, “what do you want me to do, now that you’ve got everyone else running off on errands?”

      My dungeon had a particular kind of ‘loophole,’ one where I could summon minions and farm them for extra essence. It was the perfect method of passive currency and a suitable job for my champions to undergo while I excavated toward the travel stone.

      “I need you to kill things,” I said.

      Abby froze, the spell broken. “What?”

      “The things. I need you to kill them.”

      Bertha shrugged. “It is what I do.”

      “I admit, I have changed much since meeting you, Dom,” Abby said. “But I’m not sure I’m suited—”

      “You are a dungeon core,” I said. “It is what you do. Killing is the very nature of your being.”

      “Not where I was first birthed. Remember? I charged adventurers a toll to cross my threshold.”

      “This may not be your home dungeon, but it is your resting place for now.”

      “I understand,” Abby replied with a nod that sank to her chest.

      “I saw the way you handled the pirates,” Bertha said as she lifted Abby’s head with a finger. “You enjoyed the killing, didn’t you?”

      Abby nodded, if a little reluctantly. “I did.”

      “I know this is hard, Abigail,” I said. “But this is what you were destined to do. Maybe not in my dungeon, but your entire purpose is to grow strong and kill adventurers. To do that, Zagorath must grow stronger. And I lack Storm Essence. You will both kill sprites while I excavate.”

      “It would give me great pleasure,” Bertha said.

      “I can do it,” Abby said with a thin smile. Even though she’d probably been my strongest champion in our last battle, her old self still battled within her. Yet I knew that as soon as she took her elemental form, the thirst for violence would take over. I had seen it with my own dungeon eyes.

      As though she wanted to show me her determination, Abby raised a hand, and lightning sparked from her fingertips. Then, her whole body became a crackling tempest of blue sparks.

      “That’s more like it,” Bertha said with an appreciative nod.

      “I’ll be busy excavating while you farm the minions. If we’re lucky, the travel stone will lead us straight to the Storm Realm, toward Karlyle.” He was the sorcerer who had stolen Abby from her dungeon back in the Storm Realm, and while I didn’t have any idea where the travel stone would take us, my champion’s former realm was as good a guess as any.

      The blue lightning surrounding Abby’s face dispersed to show a cool smile. “You will keep your promise?”

      “I will,” I said. “But the stone might not take us to the Storm Realm. If not, then I will find some way to avenge what Karlyle did to you.”

      “Thank you, Master,” Abby said.

      “Then, it’s time we assumed our roles,” I said.

      Abby and Bertha ascended the staircase to the Antechamber, and I commanded the sprites to flood the chamber. As the sounds of battle filled my senses, I glanced over the location Bertha had pinpointed. Some quick mental mathematical acrobatics gave me an idea of the direction I was aiming.

      Carving an enormous hole in the ground would give me plenty of room for expansion later, sure, but it wasn’t the most efficient way of managing my resources. I’d learned already that filling myself to full capacity was suboptimal because I’d have to use the Physical Essence before I could excavate again.

      I sharpened the tendrils of my mind and began to burrow downward. No wider the diameter of a quarter, I decided. I avoided tunnels and caverns for now since I didn’t know what creatures might be lurking in them. Sure, my champions were strong, but I’d read Lord of the Rings and knew a mountain’s insides could contain serious monsters.

      For the first time in what felt like weeks, I began to expand Zagorath once more. I spiked down through endless feet of breadrock, obsidian, and the occasional pocket of troll iron. They were all familiar minerals, and the molecular structure of each fell apart under my disciplined psychic drill. As I claimed each newly formed inch of the mountain, I felt exhilaration build. It was only the thought of my champions along in my dungeon that made me return for a few moments.

      All of the Storm Sprites were dead, and Abby and Bertha were consciously avoiding each other. At a flick of my mind, I channeled the crackling Storm Essence within my jewel to the forge and spawned more minions until my Storm Essence counter reduced to zero. Abby and Bertha immediately leapt to arms and brawled with the new minions. Slowly but surely, my Storm Essence reserves would increase. Killing one of the minions gave me a little more essence in return, an exploit I was sure had been a gift from Lilith.

      With another twist of mental energy, I jumped back to work and continued to burrow deeper. The work might have been monotonous if being a dungeon wasn’t something I was born for. Back and forth. It became something of a routine.

      After a little while longer, I returned to the surface again. My champions had dispatched all the Sprites already, and I guessed time had been lost on me while digging. Abby was quickly filling her core with essence and siphoning off two-thirds of it into my own core.

      There had to be a more efficient way to provide minions for my champions to farm while I excavated. Abby couldn’t assist me since the essence of this realm made it impossible for her to break down anything physical. The best I could do was to spawn more sprites so they could kill them.

      I continued the cycle of excavating and spawning minions, and the occasional glance over the map in my built-in, game-style readouts told me that I was getting near to the travel stone. On the 15th return to Zagorath’s main floors, things took a turn for the worse. Reflexively, I reached for the soul forge, ready to spawn new sprites, and found that something was blocking my flow of essence. I pressed against the forge and examined it, but the sigils weren’t shining bright with scarlet or blue essence. Instead, they stayed dull and hidden in the Lilith-like claws of the forge.

      “Lilith provides,” I said bitterly. “But only for so long.”

      While Abby and Bertha had been killing sprites, I’d gained 512 Storm Essence through the loophole. But, now, I suspected the soul forge had ‘overheated’ in a countermeasure to stop a dungeon ‘cheating.’ The constant farming of essence seemed to be a limited-time benefit. If my working theory on the Sinarius Realms was correct, there was a cosmic balance struck between the dungeons and those adventurers that entered them for spoils. Irritating, sure, but I could see the rationale behind it.

      “I take it that we’ve gathered as much essence as we’re able to for the moment?” Bertha asked after sensing my presence.

      “Yes,” I told her. “You’ve done fine work.”

      The half-troll beamed at the terse praise. “We’re here for you, Master, when you need us.”

      “I’ll be sure to reward you, champion.”

      Bertha slid back easily into her cross-legged position on the floor. She rested her halberd on her muscled thighs and flicked her warrior’s braid off her shoulder. Within moments, she was breathing evenly in the center of the carved obsidian floor of the Antechamber.

      Abby stood behind the half-troll, a pleasant smile and just a slight sprinkle of sweat on her forehead. “I enjoyed that.”

      “I knew you would,” I said.

      “Found this treasure yet?” she asked.

      “I’m close,” I replied.

      “Maybe when you’re done, we could. . .”

      “Of course,” I said. I was eager for another moment with her, and I felt equal desire for Bertha. I could tell they both yearned for my touch, but there was work to do. Soon, I promised myself.

      “You’re still only one core, despite how much you may think otherwise,” she said.

      I chuckled. “One core? I have you, and maybe I’ll have a few more soon.”

      “I hope you don’t work them like you’re working me.”

      “Afraid of a little hard work?”

      “Not at all. I just require rewards. You really shouldn’t keep a woman working so hard without an incentive; you know that, right?”

      “You know the incentives,” I replied. “This’ll all pay off soon. Until then, I need you guarding the First Floor. At least until Puck gets back.”

      Abby sighed, but her lips curled into a smile, all the same. “I’ll go there now.”

      The Storm Avatar blew a kiss before she crossed the Antechamber and descended the staircase.

      I returned to the tunnel and redoubled my efforts. My Physical Essence was starting to reach its full capacity, so I worked on making the tunnel even narrower, like a hole burned with a laser. By only carving out a tiny amount of rock at a time, I could avoid rapidly filling my core’s storage capacity.

      After a little while longer, I reached open air. I’d found the exact cave that I’d been looking for.

      It was a small room of about 30 feet in diameter with a narrow exit tunnel. Before I even glanced at the travel stone, I made the cavern a part of my dungeon by swarming every inch of rock with my existence. Then, I closed off the exit tunnel so that no one else would be able to reach my precious prize.

      I turned my mind to the travel stone with bated breath. Bertha always managed to impress me, and today was no exception. Like she’d mentioned, the stone was a crystalline construct. It looked vaguely like an obelisk of liquid darkness, shimmering even in the non-existent light of the cave while it swam and moved with its own energy.

      As I reached out with my consciousness, I couldn’t help but admire how smooth and musical the stone seemed to my touch. Standing at 20 feet tall, and stretching almost two feet wide, it seemed to melt out of the mountain itself, like some kind of arcane finger pointing at the ceiling. As I combed over it, I found the chinks in its molecular structure, and excitement raced through my mind.

      By pure dungeon instinct, I looked to the skeletal structure and how the essences within were combined. Physical and Infernal Essences swam within, tinged with the lightest touch of Soul Essence. It was truly a thing of beauty, this stone. I didn’t quite understand the applications yet, but excitement boiled and swelled through my whole dungeon as I greedily pulled at the molecular bondings. This was something I could use. I’d been worried, but my mind now dug into the stone’s shifting energy masses, and I knew I could consume it. And I did.

      This substance was designed to siphon energy and move it. How, and where, I couldn’t quite determine. It almost seemed to have a dull consciousness of its own, some kind of connection with the physical reality around it that I couldn’t quantify. I watched in fascination and savored the aromatic essence of the structure as I drank it into my core. The stone began to disintegrate and come apart into a black mist before absorbing itself into the ground beneath it. The magical energy raced back to my core.

      

      
        
        Consumed a Gorengar Travel Stone!

        Gained 5,000 Infernal Essence

        Gained 2,000 Physical Essence

        Acquired Crafting Material!

        Portal Crystal

      

      

      

      It took time, but the blueprint began to form inside my core.

      

      
        
        Acquired a Blueprint!

        Gorengar Travel Stone

      

      

      

      Blazing bright and new and fresh in my mind, I beheld the travel stone as only a dungeon could. Its structure was foreign to the other objects I’d consumed before. It seemed incomplete, but I’d consumed the thing in its entirety, so there had to be more. There was only the slightest trace of Soul Essence, so slight that my count didn’t tick over a single digit. Was it Soul Essence that it lacked? The soul forge had needed that type of energy to become fully functional, so perhaps that was the problem?

      Rather than siphon my limited resources into the stone, I studied its blueprint further. The image of the travel stone revolved around my mind like an object on a turntable. I could see tiny channels built into the seams, like nodes in a computer network, and residue from essence stuck to the sides of the pathways. The almost liquid nature of the stone was designed to efficiently hold and transport essences. It was a masterpiece of engineering, a fantastic tool for dungeons and adventurers alike to use. Much like any kind of hyper-sophisticated tool, it required time, training, and intelligence to apply it to the right kinds of situations.

      I built an exact replica in the center of the dais, right under the carved representation of Lilith. In this location, it was easily accessible to my avatar and champions. As the new stone slid out of the shivering obsidian dais, my Physical and Infernal counters dipped to the levels they’d been before I’d absorbed the original travel stone.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built a Gorengar Travel Stone

        Consumed 5,000 Infernal Essence

        Consumed 2,000 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      Abby’s mouth dropped as she came to stand beside my new obelisk. “I didn’t think you’d find it so fast. It took you little more than three days!”

      “Three days? It’s been that long already?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “You were rather busy.”

      “I can hardly tell when I’m excavating.”

      “It’s wonderful,” Abby said. “You might even be able to go to other realms—if you can make it work.”

      “Oh, I’ll make it work.”

      I turned my attention back to the newly formed stone and examined it once again. There were spaces all throughout the structure, almost like a cable network for both Physical and Infernal Essence. A central section seemed to work as a CPU might in a PC. I injected the scarlet and black Infernal Essence in first, and the stone shimmered before giving off a humming sound. The temperature even rose somewhat, and I fed it more until the CPU pulsed like a beating heart. Scarlet veins throbbed visibly inside the shining mass of almost-liquid stone.

      As my mind slid around the surface of the travel stone, nothing happened. It seemed to have the essence it needed, so I figured I was approaching it the wrong way. It was strange how excavating and siphoning essence; deconstructing and building weapons, traps, minions; and contacting your champions could cause you to temporarily forget the other kinds of powers you had. After planting my roots, I’d turned Shadow Crag’s peak into a mighty dungeon, but I’d forgotten a power I’d used while still a dungeon core without a home.

      At the beginning of my quest in the Sinarius Realms, I’d contacted Puck through a kind of extended telepathy. When I’d been outside of my dungeon, I’d been able to hear whispers of his thoughts somehow.

      I attempted this form of listening on the travel stone, and suddenly, a different kind of sense washed over me. It felt as if the stone itself was a doorway that opened into another world. A twisting thread, tied securely to another stone I couldn’t quite see or understand. But the pathway was there. It was fixed and incapable of being modified, at least for now. It wouldn’t take me wherever I wanted, but something was fresh and throbbing with life at the other end.

      There was a clear gap in a veined pathway, and a little more study of the various channels proved that this particular pathway was intentional. The ‘gap’ actually had a kind of magnetism, as though it was meant to connect to an identical pathway, but not one on this stone. It was meant to connect to another travel stone, a corresponding object in an entirely different location.

      It would take an individual’s combination of essences and consciousness, and move it through to the other location. That was why there felt like there was a gap somewhere; they were designed to be built in groups—at minimum, in a pair.

      I sent a telepathic whisper through the pathway and waited. There was no response, and I wondered whether I’d been wrong. Rather than give up, I started filtering Soul Essence into the obelisk. The stone drank the substance hungrily, and I continued feeding it until the object’s glassy surface was brimming with golden veins.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Enchanted the Gorengar Travel Stone!

        Consumed 1,200 Soul Essence

      

      

      

      I winced at the price of completing the stone before I sent another telepathic whisper through the pathway. A few seconds later, a response came with all the intensity of a shockwave. My whole core blazed with scarlet light, bright enough to make Abby yelp and stagger backward. Energy crackled through every fraction of my being as I tasted something different. Not Physical Essence. Not Storm Essence. Not Infernal Essence. Not Soul Essence.

      A new essence. A new element.

      Unless I was dead wrong, another realm was right at my fingertips.

      Now that the Gorengar Travel Stone was complete and enchanted, it was ready for a spin.

      “What shall you do now?” Abby asked.

      “I can’t go myself,” I said.

      “Will you send me?” Abby seemed a little afraid, and I immediately dismissed the notion. She was indispensable to my dungeon, and I feared what might happen if she ventured too far away from her core. I couldn’t lose her.

      “I will go,” Bertha said as she stood, her meditations over. She gazed up at the obelisk. “An impressive item, Master.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “But neither of you will be traveling through the obelisk. You are far too important to risk on an expedition.”

      I knew bringing them back from death was possible if their lives ended inside my dungeon, but the travel stone would take them to a far-off land where my powers were unlikely to help them. Even if I could somehow resurrect them from afar, they both would cost a good deal of essence to reconstruct.

      My mind turned to Puck. He was not only the most dispensable of my minions, but he would also be the perfect scout. There was also Ralph, the adventurer I had mind-controlled and sent on a mission to scout the lands around Shadow Crag. I doubted whether I’d ever see him again, so I decided I would wait for Puck to return before I tested the Gorengar Travel Stone.  

      I spent the next seven hours refining the contours of my dungeon and giving it a little flair. I could have constructed new traps and items, or even carved out entire new rooms, but my mind was never far from the travel stone. I didn’t want to make any major—or even minor—changes to my floors until I could send Puck into the world that lay on the other side.

      I stopped my refinements when an unmistakable laugh drifted through Zagorath’s entrance. A cloud of shadows rippled through my dungeon like a colony of bats before Puck materialized in front of my core. His scarlet eyes gleamed with satisfaction, and a tiny metal effigy of an imp rested in his grasp.

      “I have completed your task, Master. With no small amount of effort, I might say.” He glanced over the obelisk and cocked his head. “I see you found what you were looking for.”

      “I did, indeed. Your toil is well appreciated, champion. Now, before I provide you with a mission, I’d like to see what these imps can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Take the effigy to the soul forge, Puck,” I commanded.

      The Shade dissipated into shadows again and disturbed several of the sleeping Hellbats as he flew into the ceiling’s vent. He erupted into the soul forge’s hidden chamber like a black-winged specter of death.

      The small effigy glittered with a new light as Puck placed the figurine within the forge’s clawed grasp. The magical machine hummed with hellish power as the effigy was consumed in a flash of brimstone-scented power. The new organic blueprint of the Lesser Imp slid into sharp relief in my core’s consciousness.

      
        
        Zagorath gained spawnable minions!

        Lesser Imp

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Magic

        Essence Cost per minion: 28 (Infernal)

      

      

      

      Nostalgia colored my thoughts as I examined the metaphysical structure of the Lesser Imp. Puck had led an army of these creatures in a rather loose charge while rescuing Bertha and I from a family of trolls. They were small, fearsome, and possessed a bestial cunning that distinguished them from the other minions of Zagorath.

      “My champions,” I said, “gather on the dais of the First Floor. It’s time to break in the newest of our ranks.”

      Bertha sprang to her feet in an instant and raced down the stairs to the Pretzel. Abby materialized in a swirl of ozone-scented lightning, and Puck snickered as his cloud soared to the dais.

      When my champions had assembled themselves around the travel stone, I pushed Infernal Essence free of my core and into the soul forge. More hellish light  sent shadows into a frenzy as I created my own personal army of Lesser Imps. Gleeful cackles bounced off the walls as the forge birthed my newest creatures.

      They weren’t pretty to look at. Bloated bodies and bat-like wings brushed against each other as the hyperactive cretins stretched their new muscles and inhaled deep breaths of Zagorath’s air. Warts protruded from their gray flesh while long claws the size of daggers extended from their feet and hands.

      Their minds were different from the easily moulded minds of the Hellbats and hive-like mentality of the Storm Sprites. A cruel cunning permeated the minds of the Lesser Imps, and it took me a moment to pierce their intelligences and bring them under my control. It was tricky to wrestle with so many of the imp’s minds at once, but my telepathic abilities grew stronger every time I forced a monster’s will to bend to my own.

      The imps rocketed up into the ceiling tunnels and bounced off the tight walls. They fought and clawed each other as they desperately scrambled to be the leader out onto the First Floor. Some of the imps opted for a different route and tore through the open passages of the Pretzel rather than fight their fellows in an attempt to reach the dais first.

      Von Dominus slid out from the floor, and I possessed his body. My awareness of Zagorath receded as I adjusted to the sensation of his flesh.

      My champions, now assembled on the dais, turned their attention to the new winged cannon fodder as the imps screamed toward them in an unorganized horde.

      “It must be strange to see what you once were so clearly,” Bertha told Puck with a chuckle. “So small, angry, and irritating. Tell me; do you ever miss it?”

      “I have ascended,” Puck growled. “Much the same way you have, troll.”

      “In looks, sure. Just not in personality,” Abby laughed.

      “Enough,” the Shade snapped. “The Master approaches.”

      I took position in the middle of my champions, removed a dagger from my belt, and held the weapon in an underhanded grip.

      The new pack of minions blitzed toward us with a cacophony of unearthly howls.

      “Let’s see what they can do,” I said.

      I lunged into the middle of the flying onslaught, caught hold of a flapping wing, and pierced the creature’s plump body with a vicious stab. The imp squealed and turned into dead weight in my hand. I let it fall to the glossy floor and felt a flash of annoyance as another imp tore into my forearm. The second creature cackled as it ducked under a swipe from my dagger and went for my eyes. I smashed my skull into the imp before it could sink its claws into my flesh. My free hand closed around the minion’s skull, and I crushed its face like a candy bar wrapper. Bertha’s halberd slashed down another imp on my right in a flash of steel and muscle.

      The Lesser Imps whirled around us and attacked our flanks. I spun and kicked a winged monster out of the air on my left. My trollish strength sent it rocketing toward Abby, but she caught it with crackling fingertips and filled the air with the smell of roasted flesh.

      Puck took to the air with a rush of shadowed wings above my head. Black energy clung to him and obscured his form for a second as he launched a shadow-sphere at an imp.

      The ball of black magic exploded against the unfortunate monster, and Puck shot toward his prey with all the speed of a bullet. Puck’s bone-white claws ripped the imp’s intestines free and scattered viscera over the floor.

      An imp attacked my calf from behind with a sharp bite. I snarled, spun around, and shook it free. The imp cackled as it lifted itself higher and raced in for my throat. I rammed my dagger into one of its wings and socked it with a haymaker. Bones crunched around my fist as the imp howled and shot backward into my travel stone. An audible crack sounded as the hard surface of the obelisk snapped the imp’s spine.

      I leaped up onto the dais and took a moment to observe the carnage.

      My new minions didn’t fight with the swarm mentality of the other creatures of Zagorath. The fat little bastards attacked my champions from behind and aimed for legs and hands.

      Abby cried out as one of the imps grabbed her hair and yanked on it. She sent a blast of lightning through her scalp and fried the creature’s hands in a flash of blue energy. The imp spasmed in the air and gave the Storm Elemental time to turn around and hit it with an arc of electricity. Abby dodged past a pair of Lesser Imps and grabbed their wings. A huge surge of lightning raced into her hands and turned the monsters to ash.

      I jumped from the dais and snatched an imp out of the air like a pro basketballer. My hands closed around its ribs, and I crushed them effortlessly as I landed. The imp screamed as I hurled it into a cloud of minions harassing Bertha from above. I raced to assist the half-troll and landed behind her with a flourish.

      “Did it look like I needed your help?” Bertha asked.

      “Actually, it did,” I said as I ducked under yet another set of white claws and teeth.

      The half-troll cleaved the imp out of the air with a steady swipe and spilled its blood over the stairs of the dais. She smacked another imp out of the air with the handle of her halberd and stomped it into grease underfoot. Then, the spearpoint of her weapon punctured through another imp as it tried to flutter away from her. A third creature dived to attack her unarmored back, but a quick swipe from my dagger across its throat sliced it out of the air and rolled the creature into a pillar.

      A shadow-sphere exploded to my right and drew my attention to Puck.

      My Shade was a terror to his lesser brethren as he vanished into a blanket of darkness and reappeared seconds later to rip an unaware imp in half. Gore splattered over the Shade’s claws as he whirled toward a pair of two more minions, but he vanished again before they could strike.

      It took me a second to realize that he wasn’t teleporting, not quite. My champion drew the darkness around him into a cloak of invisibility that made him impossible to see in the eerie light of the First Floor.

      I heard an imp sweep in for my head from behind and ducked out of the way. I ran the monster through with my blade, wrapped my hand around one of its legs, and smashed it down on my knee. A sound like a gunshot echoed through the First Floor as I crushed its bones in one blow.

      I drew my dagger out of its corpse and saw Puck melt out from under his veil of shadows. He tore an imp out of the air and ran it through with his claws. An imp latched onto Puck’s neck from the side and screamed as it tried to rip out his throat. Puck spun and batted it away from his neck with a quick swipe from one of his wings. The imp looped around and went low, but the Shade lined up a stomp and crushed the bloated minion under a clawed foot.

      The last three imps sped toward Puck’s back, and I vaulted over his shoulder, latched onto one of them in mid-air, and slammed it against the floor with all of my trollish strength. It went limp under my grasp, and the last two minions swept in to take advantage of the opening I’d left for them. I reached out with my mind and latched my gaze onto their beady red eyes. It took me all of a second to take over the creature’s mind and Enthrall it.

      

      
        
        Charm test. . . Success!

        Lesser Imp Successfully Enthralled!

      

      

      

      “Kill your friend,” I said with a nod.

      The Enthralled Imp spun and tackled the last Lesser Imp in mid-air. The pair of minions hit the floor and scrambled over it as they desperately tried to kill each other. I watched the fight with a grin. My Tainted Elf powers were very effective against Infernal creatures.

      “Couldn’t you have done that at the start?” Abby complained.

      My Storm Elemental brushed something slimy off her shoulder as she stepped up beside me to watch the little imps rip each other to shreds. Black blood ran deep as they fought tooth and nail.

      “And let you get lazy?” I scoffed. “Not likely.”

      “I must say,” Puck said, “this is a rather entertaining spectacle. Are you considering an arena within Zagorath at a later time, Master? You could pit adventurers against each other for our amusement.”

      “That’s actually not a bad idea,” I said. “Maybe after we’ve conquered a few other realms.”

      My Enthralled Imp finally triumphed. The little creature tore open his brother’s face and howled a high-pitched victory cry. I took aim and hurled my dagger at the victor. The imp caught the knife straight in the chest and pitched sideways to the ground.

      “You fought well, champions,” I told them as I pulled my blade free of the imp’s corpse.

      “I hate those things,” Abby muttered.

      “Good. It means that the adventurers will detest them all the more.”

      I wiped my dagger clean and sheathed it. It was always a rush to watch my dungeon champions fight, even if it was against weaker enemies, such as the Lesser Imps. Puck’s new abilities were of particular interest. The Shade’s ability to change size and turn invisible in the dark were brilliant additions to the pool of talent that I’d spent so much time and energy to maintain.

      It made him an even better scout than I’d considered him before. Perfect for searching out a new realm without getting caught.

      I dispelled Von Dominus and returned to my core. “Puck, it’s time I informed you of your mission,” I said from within my gem.

      “It involves your new toy, doesn’t it?” Puck’s eyes flitted over the travel stone and regarded it with suspicion. “What do you require of me, Master?”

      “I need you to scout,” I told him. “Very briefly. If this works as it’s designed, you’ll be transported to another realm. This is simply a test to see if it’s possible to move a living creature over great distances without actively having to take the overland approach. You are not to venture far from where it takes you.”

      “I see. I am yet another test subject for your genius machinations.” Puck grimaced. “And what if your brand new toy disintegrates your favorite servant into a screaming mass of tiny particles that can never be regained?”

      “I’ll see it as a blessing of Ciryli,” Abby muttered.

      I laughed. “Puck, you’re one of my immortal champions. Your consciousness will return to my core, and I’ll spawn you back inside Zagorath. There’s no possible way that it’ll kill you.”

      I wasn’t entirely certain of that, and I almost felt like I was lying to my champion, but I had no other choice. At the end of the day, Puck was expendable. I hated to even think it, but it was the truth, and my role as evil overlord wouldn’t be complete without at least some willingness to endanger the lesser members of my dungeon. I had formed no romantic bond with Puck, and while he was strong, his sacrifice would be necessary to further my ends.

      “And even if it does kill you,” Abby said to Puck, “you’ll live on in our memories forever.”

      The Shade launched a shadow-sphere at her feet, and she yelped as she dove for cover. Shadows extended from Puck’s body like black serpents, and the tendrils tickled the edges of the obelisk.

      “I am not sure I like this, Master,” Puck said as he eyed the travel stone dubiously. He rolled his neck and shifted as his black wings slid against each other.

      Maybe it would be too great a sacrifice for Puck to be permanently killed for a dungeon experiment. Still, I had to reassure myself that this was a necessary sacrifice. I could wait a little longer for Ralph to return and send him instead, but I still wasn’t sure I could entirely trust him, or whether he would return at all. My mind control and memory manipulation might not have been permanent, and sending the adventurer-turned-slave into another realm could prove a recipe for disaster.

      “How does this absurd stone of yours work?” Puck asked, tearing me from my thoughts.

      “Are you forgetting something?” Bertha asked as she gripped her halberd.

      Puck coughed. “. . .Master.”

      “Touch it,” I replied. “And it should take you far beyond these lands.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure that touching the stone would transport him, but it was my best guess after hours of studying the stone with my dungeon senses.

      Puck gritted his fanged teeth, faded into shadows, and reappeared beside the obelisk. He held out a hand and pressed it against the black crystal. His claws sank into the stone, and I felt the new construct surge at his touch. Then, Puck’s hand submerged into the obelisk, followed by his arm, and suddenly, his whole body slipped into the object as easily as if the thing were made of water.

      Then, he vanished from sight.

      The feel of his consciousness instantly became distant, as though he was a tiny speck out in the ocean’s horizon, far beyond what my mind could contact.

      The First Floor was silent. I’d done it. The travel stone had worked. I didn’t know where it had taken my champion, but I was eager to find out.

      Abby peeked out from behind an obsidian pillar, her azure hood swept off her face. She tucked her blond hair behind her ears as she watched the travel stone with fascination. Bertha was still silent, seemingly undisturbed by Puck’s great adventure. I didn’t know how long he would be gone for, or whether he would even come back. I almost started to wonder whether it would be better to occupy myself with more dungeon building when the stone rippled once again.

      I held my metaphorical breath.

      In a matter of minutes, Puck exploded out of the device, eyes wide and breathing hard. He crouched over on his hands and knees while he dry-retched. He looked as if he’d just encountered the hordes of Lilith herself.

      “What did you see?” Abby asked, her eyes almost as wide as Puck’s were.

      “Trees! Leaves! Obscenely colorful flowers! And some large, hulking, four-limbed creature with horns? Sedate it may have looked, but sweet Lilith’s tits, it was a force to be reckoned with.”

      My dungeon senses swirled over him and detected all kinds of foreign scents. Fresh, green leaves, the smell of rich earth, flowers, even herbs. Puck was breathless, and maybe a little traumatized. I touched his consciousness and tried to calm his mind. His confusion at the insane experience began to fade, but my excitement was only growing stronger. Puck had just traveled to another realm, and returned in one piece.

      “I think he ran afoul of a deer.” Abby laughed.

      “It was a demon, I tell you,” Puck hissed. “Some grass-chewing devil, a machination from Entropy itself. Designed to purge the land of Lilith’s children. Those brown eyes. . .  I will never forget the hatred within them.”

      “You’re alive,” I said. “Do yourself a favor and relax.”

      “Master, you can’t seriously be intending to step into this realm. It’s insidious. I’ve never seen so much green life anywhere in existence. It’s unnatural. Lilith made an orderly world in these lands—jagged rock, parched earth, dead, twisted trees. Not. . .  that.”

      “Must be the Nature Realm.” Abby’s eyes shone with excitement. “The lands of the Goddess Eveline.”

      Before I could question her about her knowledge of the Nature Realm, feet padded across my dungeon’s entrance.

      I turned my attention to the entrance stairwell and found Ralph. The stable boy who’d become an adventurer, only to be turned by an Infernal Dungeon’s powers.

      My powers.

      I’d taken over the adventurer’s willpower before our last battle and inserted tampered memories into his mind. He had now returned from the quest I’d given him, and it was time to see whether he’d fulfilled my wishes. If not, I’d kill him. I sincerely hoped his mission hadn’t failed. After all, I almost liked the guy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After glancing over Ralph, I had to admit that I was impressed. His simple garments were shredded, but there wasn’t a scratch on him. His venture outside Zagorath had been empty-handed, purely to test his ingenuity, and he hadn’t disappointed; a bulging satchel was slung over his shoulder, and a short sword was sheathed at his waist.

      Ralph’s eyes were alight with grim determination, and he stepped into the Antechamber before sliding around the Paralysis Ring traps. The adventurer nodded to Bertha, who didn’t even so much as open an eye to acknowledge him. Another thing occurred to me: Ralph’s face was looking less gaunt, so I figured he had acquired food while abroad. He was the only creature who served under me who actually required food, and the thought of eating seemed a little strange to me now. As a dungeon, I didn’t consume materials for sustenance, and as a vampiric avatar, I only drank blood to heal myself or increase my power.

      Ralph stepped out from the Pretzel, slipped past the triggers in the corridor, and strode confidently out onto the First Floor. I materialized Von Dominus and inserted my consciousness into the elf. I stretched and re-acclimated myself to the feeling of flesh once again. I stepped off the dais and approached Ralph. At my appearance, he barely seemed to flinch, but he wouldn’t quite meet my eye, either.

      “Report,” I said crisply.

      “No adventurers march on Zagorath.” He removed the satchel from his shoulder. “Their attention is otherwise distracted. From what I understand, there is strife throughout the Infernal Realm.”

      “Strife? What do you know of it?” Puck asked.

      “Little.”

      “Then, what good are you?” the Shade challenged.

      “Enough,” I said before I turned to Ralph. “What else can you tell me?”

      “Most no longer wish to seek out Zagorath,” he answered. “The loss of a large contingent of Sand Pirates has made even the most eager seek other spoils.”

      “Other spoils?” Abby seemed incredulous. “Where else could they find such great treasure?”

      “Or a such a splendid grave?” Puck added.

      Ralph didn’t seem to know the answer, and my eyes were drawn to what lay inside his bag.

      “I see you bring gifts.” I chuckled.

      “Precious little, my lord. A few healing elixirs and potions for the recovery of stamina.” He paused a moment, then looked up, finally meeting my eye. His jaw worked up and down, as if he was trying to figure out what to say. “As much as it pains me to ask, does Zagorath have better arms than a man’s bare fists? Sending me out to the mercies of the creatures of the Infernal Realm is a death sentence, my lord.”

      “And yet, here you stand.” I smiled at him, an honest, appreciative gesture that made him pause. I’d been leaning on the evil overlord roleplaying shtick, so I hadn’t quite thought through what might become of Ralph after sending him out from my dungeon without weapons or armor. Thankfully, he’d proven able to take care of himself.

      “It was a test, Ralph,” I lied. “And you passed. You returned with valuable goods, information, and you survived.” My mind flitted over the mental arsenal of weapon blueprints and enchantments that I’d stored in my core’s memory. “You’ll be rewarded, as I promised, with the finest that Zagorath has to offer.”

      “Thank you,” he said, inclining his head. The barest hint of a smile touched his mouth, a far cry from the manic grin I’d seen him wearing while trying to tear Bertha in half.

      “Wait here.” I smiled before I melted my elf’s form back into the floor.

      The first blade that Ralph had ever brought into my dungeon had been the Dark Reaper, a rusty straight sword emblazoned with sigils that fed the power of the wielder. I reached toward my oceans of essence, found the Physical and the Infernal, and crafted Ralph a weapon.

      Before long, I beheld a sword, 50 inches of shining, black steel. The weapon’s blade was primarily constructed from a melding of Obsidian Alloy with accents of Burnished Bronze that I named Zagorath Alloy. A glowing scarlet crystal was set into the hilt, and it was wrapped in firm leather. I crafted a matching scabbard of oiled Black Leather, but I wasn’t done yet, so I crafted Might +3 and Swiftness +3 sigils along the blade’s edge.

      

      
        
        Crafted Item!

        Zagorath’s Chosen Great Sword (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Epic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness +3, Might +3

        Swiftness channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their speed.

        Might channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their strength.

        Cost: 5,765 Infernal Essence, 1,950 Physical Essence.

      

      

      

      I then created a simple yet effective set of Orc Steel-studded Black Leather armor and a belt with pouches of the same materials.

      

      
        
        Crafted Item!

        Wanderer’s Armor (Black Leather)

        Rarity: Common

        Seals: None

        Cost: 90 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Crafted Item!

        Adventurer’s Belt (Black Leather)

        Rarity: Common

        Seals: None

        Cost: 9 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      Ralph’s eyes widened, and he took up his new weapon and armor reverently. I watched him dress as he marveled at the quality, and my gem swelled with satisfaction. Sure, I could have given Ralph some heavier armor made of Obsidian Alloy, but I wanted him to move fast on the battlefield and while under my employ. Even with his Might +3 sigil, he could probably move quickly while carrying a truckload of metal, but I didn’t want to risk it. Besides, I wanted him to have room for progression, and it was always worth instilling the desire for rewards after hard work in those you commanded.

      A devious smile touched my face. “You like them?”

      “They are the finest I’ve ever seen, let alone worn or wielded.”

      “Good. There will be more where that came from. As long as you fulfil my will in the realms.”

      “Yes, Master,” Ralph replied like an obedient carl.

      Puck landed beside my plinth and folded his wings around himself like a shadowy cloak. “I see you’re finally seeing sense, Master. You’ll be sending the boy instead of me.”

      That made me chuckle to myself, and Puck wilted a little. “I’m still not sure I can trust him, Puck. And you’ve more experience in the Nature Realm than any of us. I feel that you’re the best equipped to scout out the place, keep him in line.”

      “And what could you possibly want from the Nature Realm? Flowers, in Zagorath?” Puck shook his head. “It’s absurd, Master. It will eat us alive. I may return, but your well-trained sack of meat over there won’t. Isn’t this an exercise in futility?”

      I sighed and controlled my frustration. “Why do I do anything, Puck?”

      He grunted. “The honor and glory of Lilith. And continuing down the path of power.”

      “Precisely. The Nature Realm is the next step on this path.”

      “Will you be joining us in this venture?”

      I considered the question seriously. Going in blind just wasn’t a good idea. I could spare Puck. Ralph had his uses, and I was confident my champion would be capable of surviving whatever the Nature Realm had to throw at them. For now, my time was better spent inside Zagorath, expanding and upgrading.

      “Not yet,” I answered.

      “I’m sure you have your reasons,” Puck huffed, “but remaining away from Zagorath is a trial without you leading me. I hope you understand this.”

      “I’ll have an army for you when you get back,” I promised him, “and perhaps even your own living quarters in Zagorath. But listen closely, now. You’re the leader of this expedition. I need you to locate a dungeon as soon as possible. Nothing too aggressive, and with a core that's reasonably easy to subdue.” I paused a moment. “And preferably female.”

      I knew I could gain the powers of a dungeon core through its destruction, but I was getting used to the idea of multiple women, and I could always use another dungeon avatar as a champion.

      “Why do we need the clumsy oaf, then?” Puck gestured at Ralph.

      “You aren't an adventurer, so you can't store essence.”

      “We’ll only find Nature Essence in that realm, and the boy doesn't have a corresponding tattoo.”

      “I'm aware of that,” I said. “Which is why you'll also be tracking down someone capable of granting him a Nature Sigil.”

      “You want me to ingratiate myself with a guild?” The Shade chuckled. “Your audacity truly knows no bounds, gracious Master. Shall I, too, be granted a sigil?”

      I didn't answer his obviously rhetorical question. “Stay quiet, and keep your nature as an Infernal creature hidden as best you can.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “One more thing,” I said.  

      He paused and looked over his shoulder at my core. “Yes?”

      “Keep Ralph alive. And don’t antagonize him.” I saw the crestfallen expression on my champion’s face, and mentally smirked at the sight of it before amending my statement. “Too much.”

      “Your wish, my command.” Puck smiled as he came to stand beside the travel stone.

      Ralph pulled the last piece of his leather armor tight around his shoulder and looked up toward my core. The glint of newfound determination in his eyes made him look like a disciplined and powerful adventurer, ready to do my bidding and find me exactly what I needed to grow in strength. I’d have been lying if I’d said that I wasn’t proud of him, just a little.

      I projected my consciousness outward and formed Von Dominus before I stepped toward Ralph. He inclined his head once again at my approach and entwined his gloved hands in front of him in an almost prayerful gesture. Resisting the urge to laugh, I instead smiled warmly, reached forward, and clasped his hand with brotherly familiarity.

      “Ralph, I have another task for you.”

      “Speak, and it will be done.”

      The kid was enthusiastic, I could give him that. “You’re to venture forth with Puck the Shade into the Nature Realm. Your mission is twofold. I need you to find a Nature Dungeon, as close as possible to the other travel stone. And, should you happen upon a guild, you must infiltrate them and gain possession of a Nature Adventurer Sigil.”

      His eyes widened. “I’ve never heard of such a thing being the custom.”

      “You’ll find that I don’t concern myself or my servants with such small things as limitations. You’re to store the realm’s essence until I’m capable of doing so myself. Follow Puck’s instructions, and, when possible, remain hidden or anonymous.”

      Ralph’s hand tightened around the haft of his newly forged sword. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Step up to the travel stone. Return when you have what I’ve asked for. Take note of your surroundings, and stay alive. I need you.”

      Ralph nodded, half-bowing once again, then stepped up onto the dais. I dissolved Von Dominus quickly and relocated my consciousness within my core once again. At my direction, Puck and Ralph laid their hands on the shifting surface of the travel stone. Then, at Ralph’s touch, I watched in fascinated excitement as my two servants vanished, their essences absorbing into the red-veined obelisk.

      The first inter-realm quest of Zagorath had begun.

      “Perhaps you should spend some time with Bertha?” Abby’s voice entered my mind. “She’s been craving it ever since you and I...” The storm avatar’s faded beneath her giggling.

      It seemed the women in the Sinarius Realms were much more willing to share than those back on Earth, and that suited me just fine. I summoned my avatar and called Bertha to the throne room.

      “Yes, Master?” she asked.

      “I have need of you,” I said as my hand trailed down her bared ribs and traced each bone with my fingertips.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” She shivered as her eyes burned with lust.

      My fingers tickled lower until they found the bones of her hips and the edges of her leather warrior’s skirt. Her emerald skin trembled under my fingertips, and Bertha palmed my chest. Her nails curled into my pale skin and pulled me closer toward her..

      “Outside,” Bertha breathed, desperately, and I had to agree.

      Even though Abby had suggested I spend time with Bertha, I didn’t feel right having her watch while we got intimate.

      Bertha and I ascended the stairs, and the open air of the mountain peak filled my lungs as we stepped outside. We slid down a few rocky slopes and left the entrance of Zagorath behind us. Bertha led me to a small alcove at the bottom of a steep incline. It had to be thousands of feet from the stone shelf to the foot of the mountain.

      Bertha dropped soundlessly onto the shelf behind me, and her violet eyes burned with lust as she fixed her gaze on my elf’s bare chest. I spread my arms outward like a diver about to lunge from a cliff. My champion’s eyes widened at my theatrical antics.

      She laid down her halberd and unbelted the narrow dagger hanging at her waist. War-trained fingers reached behind her and found the ties to the well-worn leather bodice holding up her generous chest. A deft twist of her hands, and her breasts fell free.

      Bertha stepped toward me, every movement an invitation to stare. My eyes combed over her and appreciated the way her hips danced as she strolled closer, the muscles of her legs rippling with each movement.

      Bertha’s hands roamed my chest and stomach while I kissed her firmly. My fingers slid under her arms and pulled at her tightly-bound hair. In a second, her dark hair danced in the air, and a warm thrill of pleasure rippled through my blood as Bertha pulled me to her.

      The swell of her chest met mine before we fell backward into the small cliff’s shadows. Our writhing forms crushed slate and shattered small stones as we matched each other’s strength. Clothes found their way off our skin in a hazy blur of charged passion. The deep strength of Bertha thrummed through my elf’s every muscle as we tangled with each other for what seemed like hours but could have been only minutes.

      Bertha’s emerald skin glowed in the dying light as we climbed back up the jagged cliff face. My champion re-tied her bodice halfway up the cliff as she tugged the leather tight around her breast and caught my eye.

      “How about a race back to the dungeon?” she asked.

      The half-troll didn’t wait for my answer but bounded from handhold to handhold and swarmed up the jagged rocks. I kept up with her, but she beat me by two seconds. She’d lived her entire life on this mountain. My strength and elven agility allowed me to almost match her pace, but raw physical ability couldn’t quite contend with years of experience.

      I caught my breath beneath the thorned arch where Bertha sat cross-legged. Her skin glistened with sweat as she leered playfully at me. I kissed her cheek and leaned back. My elf drank in the smell of ash and brimstone as the blood-red sun sank behind the horizon. I gazed down at the Infernal Realm as the light died in the sky.

      Lilith’s Realm was blasted, burned, and smoking.

      It was beautiful.
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      Essence roared through every fiber of Ralph’s body, and after what seemed like both a single passing moment and an eternity, he opened his eyes. The black halls of Zagorath were gone, and he now stood in the middle of a forest.

      Ferns seemed to carpet the earth and brush against his new armor. Enormous trees, some the width of an entire cottage, reached into the sky with leaves and branches intertwining into a ceiling of vibrant, fresh green. The buzz of insects filled the air, doing battle with the songs of birds and the creak of branches in the soft breeze. Large, brown shapes fled from the forest’s new visitors and vanished into the brush.

      Ralph’s mouth dropped open in astonishment as he gazed at his surroundings. This realm was alien; it smelled of fresh rain, damp earth, and the blooms of flowers. Lilith’s Realm was all he'd ever known. Hag Pines—the woods that had bordered Cothslar, the town of Ralph’s birth—were nothing like this. There'd been blackened trees populated with creeping, snarling, fanged, and clawed creatures. Not bursting with vibrant colors and the sounds and smells of teeming life.

      The black demon of Zagorath materialized, and his wings beat the air. He immediately let out a string of curses, and Ralph turned to look at him.

      “Quiet,” Ralph warned.

      “It’s disgusting,” the demon muttered. “Horrendous. A crime against Lilith.”

      “That is the point of other realms. Letting the gods express their power, apart from each other, to maintain harmony in the heavens.”

      “If I wanted a theological lecture from a shit-shoveling stablehand, I’d ask for one. As it is, I want to leave this place as fast as Lilith will allow. Master gave you instructions. Follow them.”

      “He said to follow you,” Ralph countered, already feeling his irritation beginning to build.

      “Of course, he did. He has the sense to appoint the most intelligent to lead his expeditions. Let us proceed.”

      A travel stone glittered in the ferns behind Ralph. Deep black, it shimmered with essence while leafy, green veins swirled beneath the surface. The avatar of Zagorath hadn’t been lying; this was the Nature Realm.

      Ralph drew his new greatsword quickly from its sheath and started slicing through the ferns that surrounded the glowing travel stone.

      Inevitably, Puck had something to say about it. “A blade of Zagorath is ill-equipped for gardening, boy. Are you sure you shouldn’t have brought a pair of shears?”

      Ralph grunted and cut down the last of the ferns. The blade was light, fast, and every inch of the edge was razor-sharp. Its sigils shone in the soft, afternoon light and cut through the leaves above, but he was careful not to be too enthusiastic. He had a limited amount of Infernal Essence, even now boiling, simmering, simply waiting for release. This wasn’t Shadow Crag, so he had no way of regaining the energy.

      “We’ll need to find our way back here,” Ralph pointed out. “And unless you have powers far beyond spewing out shadows and acidic sarcasm, you’re as likely to get lost in this forest as I am.” He sheathed the longsword and enjoyed the comfortable weight bouncing against his hip. “Have you managed to find the entrance to a dungeon yet? Or are you too busy watching a stableboy scythe away weeds?”

      The demon grinned, baring bone-white fangs that seemed to glitter in their thirst for blood and death. “Oh, I’m more than capable of doing both, Ralph Kraus. My power for razor wit and simultaneous observation of village idiots is unmatched, I assure you.”

      Despite the blow against his pride, Ralph smiled. He’d never met such a prideful, sarcastic creature in his life. Even those who’d tormented him within Cothslar didn’t quite have the cutting words of Puck the Shade.

      “So, point me in the direction of the dungeon,” he said.

      “No,” Puck said as he took to the air. His eyes combed the shifting masses of trees and plants. “But I’m almost certain it’s behind one of those trees. Or behind another tree somewhere in this accursed realm.”

      Ralph couldn’t help but chuckle. “Lead the way, oh Winged Scholar of Zagorath.”

      “Pick up your feet, Stumpy Stableboy of Cothslar.”

      Ralph was accustomed to scorched wastelands, and this carpet of rich trees, fern, and flowers was far more challenging to trek through. The hanging vines, fallen logs, and small ravines made what should have been a simple walk through the woods far more precarious. Puck became a cloud of shadows that flew on ahead, unhindered by most obstacles and only pausing occasionally to offer a sarcastic quip that Ralph mostly ignored. Large, colorful birds took flight at their approach before swirling through the leaves and into the sky beyond.

      Rustling explosions of movement in the brush heralded the sudden escape of deer, rabbits, and other small mammals. None bore the demonic taint of Lilith. In fact, the woodland beasts were almost beautiful and majestic. Still, Ralph couldn’t shake his Infernal instincts, and the thought of what one would taste like after a roasting quickly came to mind. His stomach growled as they fled. He had eaten little more than carrion beasts while on Shadow Crag, and although the Infernal Essence took the edge off the hunger, it didn’t suppress it entirely.

      Every five trees or so, he made sure to pause and slice a small piece of bark from a tree. He knew his markings would make it far more difficult to lose their way once their quest was finished. Puck continued with his quips until the sunlight leaking through the forest canopy grew dimmer.

      Night approached.

      Puck called a halt, and Ralph took the opportunity to sit on a fallen log and rest. Small leaves clung to his armor, and as he yanked a twig free of his belt, the shadow-demon loomed over him.

      “I believe I’ve found our first candidate,” the Shade said.

      Ralph looked up, feeling excitement surge through his veins and wash over the fatigue. “A dungeon?” he asked.

      “It’d appear so, yes.” Puck pointed ahead to a curving archway of branches. “Unless I’m much mistaken, that’s not the work of the Nature goddess, or of any simple forest-dwelling creature.”

      The archway was set into an enormous corpse of a tree, almost the size of a house. In the dying light, small flower buds glowed with a soft, golden aura, illuminating the archway and indicating the entrance to a dungeon. From Ralph’s seat on the log, it was difficult to see what laid beyond, but it seemed to lead down into darkness. He stood and drew his sword, careful to keep the hiss of steel against leather as quiet as he could in the rapidly-darkening woods.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered. He stepped over the fallen log, keeping his footfalls quiet.

      “I see that your penchant for stumbling blindly into absurd dangers is still thriving,” Puck muttered, but he took off from the fallen log and led the way through the trees.

      If the dungeon functioned anything like Zagorath, trigger points to the traps would be pressure-sensitive. Ralph had no intention of walking blindly into a space purely designed to kill adventurers and siphon essence to feed itself. As he followed Puck, he picked up large pieces of bark and snapped twigs before tucking them into a pouch on his belt.

      The archway seemed to grow wider and taller at their approach, the branches and leaves widening, stretching, inviting them in deeper. Ralph kept his sword close to his side as Puck latched onto the entrance and hung upside down while he peered into the darkness beyond. Despite his current small stature, Ralph recalled a distant memory of Puck being much larger and more fierce, but he couldn’t pin it. The Shade was capable of growing in size and might; that much Ralph knew, and the only thing that mattered was that the demon’s powers would help them fulfil Zagorath’s quest.

      “Scout ahead,” Ralph ordered.

      “Are you giving commands now, eh?”

      “You’re vision is better than my own. I could use my essence to sharpen my eyes, but it’s too precious.”

      Puck snorted but didn’t object. The intelligent option was to wait and move slowly. Ralph couldn’t afford to get seriously injured since Zagorath hadn’t provided him with elixirs or healing potions. The lack of such things was probably another test, and he was determined to pass it with flying colors.

      Ralph kept a few twigs held between the fingers of his free hand before he took a deep breath and stepped into his first Nature Dungeon. He made sure to check each wooden step and every bark-like wall for any traps or triggers. He scoured the curling design of veins that shined with the same glowing buds as the entrance outside.

      The familiar sweetness of adrenaline rippled through Ralph’s blood, and he made sure to keep his breathing even. At the base of the stairs, he paused and peered out into the gloom. The floor was grassy, making the detection of traps far more difficult. Tossed bark pieces were unlikely to set off any pressure-sensitive triggers, but he still threw a scrap of bark every dozen feet while Puck hovered above. The Shade’s scarlet eyes pierced the gloom as they performed their own search for death-traps.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, Shade, I’m glad you’re here,” Ralph muttered.

      “Is that so? Well, I can’t say the same about you.”

      “What do you see?” Ralph said through gritted teeth.

      “Nothing’s ahead of you.”

      “No minions?”

      “I believe that would come under the definition of ‘nothing,’ yes.”

      Ralph’s gaze went instinctively to the walls, ceiling, and grassy floor as he continued. Mushrooms and flowers mixed in with the grass, colorful things that emanated both sweet and sour aromas. Roots parted on the left and right walls, almost like corridor entrances. Puck caught hold of a root dangling from the ceiling, suspended himself from it, and scanned the corridor of the left passage intently.

      “I don’t think we’re alone,” he murmured.

      “The dungeon’s watching us; of course, we’re not—”

      “Shut your mouth and listen, you thundering idiot,” he hissed, and Ralph fell silent.

      After a moment, clear voices in serious discussion joined a gruff tone that seemed to be arguing with the former.

      “Nature Champions?” Ralph whispered to himself, too soft for the Shade to hear.

      The voices were getting louder, and they appeared to be coming from the left corridor. Another possibility entered Ralph’s mind as he wondered whether the voices belonged to adventurers. If that was the case, then they were likely returning to the surface, full of essence and carrying treasures from the depths of the dungeon. He couldn’t use the essence without a Nature tattoo, and he couldn’t activate the runes on their items, either, but the equipment would still be useful for his master.

      More importantly, these adventurers would have knowledge of how this dungeon operated. They would know how powerful it was, what it was capable of, where the traps were located, and what kinds of minions populated it.

      Nature Champions would likely prove difficult opponents, but adventurers would mean vital information for Zagorath.

      “We’re leaving.” Puck released his grip on the ceiling and flew toward the exit of the Nature Dungeon.

      Ralph had to admit that it was the best tactic. If these creatures were the dungeon’s champions, then it was pointless slaying them when he didn’t have the ability to absorb their essence. If they were adventurers, then sneaking outside the dungeon and following them back to the guild house was also more useful for his quest. There, at the guild house, Ralph could convince—either willingly or unwillingly—a rune artist to provide him with a Nature tattoo.

      The voices sounded like they were only about 20 feet into the corridor now, and Ralph followed the small pieces of bark that he’d scattered as he raced after Puck.

      Outside the Nature Dungeon, they vanished into the foliage.

      “Wait,” Puck said, and Ralph was only too happy to oblige.

      He peered around a giant tree’s gnarled trunk to see five adventures stepping out from the dungeon’s softly glowing entrance. Their torches radiated a bright ring and made it easy to make out their faces and equipment. Three elves glided over the ground, dressed in flowing, green cloaks and golden mail. Their faces shone in the torchlight, pale and regal and inhumanly beautiful. Theirs were the high, musical voices. They were accompanied by a human dressed in similar green and gold attire to the others, and a dwarf barely taller than four feet, wearing a heavy suit of plate armor.

      Ralph heard a soft sound of leather against bone and felt Puck land on his shoulder. He had reduced his size to little more than a rodent, but his scarlet eyes still sparkled with deadly intent.

      “Don’t. Make. A single. Blasted. Sound. We’re going to follow them, but those are elves. If the legends are true, they can hear and see the stars themselves. I like this even less than you do, meatbag, but it’ll help us both survive.”

      A black mist suddenly flooded from the Shade’s body and covered them. Ralph looked down at his hand and his sword in horrified fascination as the shadowy substance wrapped itself around them both. In moments, his whole body seemed to be clad in absolute shadow, completely obscuring his form from sight in the long shadows cast by the trees.

      “They won’t hear you, either.” Puck shifted slightly, and his tail skipped off Ralph’s lower back. “Like this, we can follow them. At a distance.”

      His small, angular face rested on Ralph’s shoulder-guard while his scarlet eyes targeted the adventurers as they walked through the forest. Ralph slowly sheathed his sword and marveled at how the adventurers could walk so close to them, and yet they couldn’t see him. He’d daydreamed about invisibility as a child, yes, but to actually be hidden from the eyes of even an elf? It was unnerving.

      As the elves, dwarf, and human passed, they didn’t speak. Whatever argument they’d had inside the dungeon was either resolved or firmly simmering beneath the surface.

      The adventurers continued to move through the woods while Ralph moved closer to them, staying just out of the range of the flickering, orange torchlight. Even with Puck’s illusory spell, it was difficult not wince at each muffled snap of a branch or piece of bark underfoot in the forest.

      The group of adventurers moved onward, without hurry. They obviously knew the path back and forth from the dungeon to their abode. As Ralph drew closer, the murmur of their voices became clearer.

      “... all I’m saying, lad, is that things will change,” the dwarf said, his thick accent burred and somewhat garbled by his mighty beard of mahogany brown. “All we need is a few more weeks, more essence, and better weapons. Then, we’ll finally delve further than the third floor.”

      “You really think so?” the human asked doubtfully. “It’s powerful, Bolnir. Far more virulent and poisonous than the others we’ve encountered. What gives you such confidence?”

      “Nothing does,” an elf said. “Don’t heed the dwarf, young Quinn.”

      “I speak the truth, lad,” the dwarf—Bolnir—told the young human. “Elohin may not look it, but he’s a damned cynic about dungeons.”

      “I simply like my flesh in its proper shape,” Elohin replied before chuckling with a magical, almost ringing tone. “The most expedient method of gaining essence, young one, is to take what you can without incurring too great a risk. It is the way of the Deadeye Guild, the way of balance. The dungeons benefit from our presence by testing and learning from us. We benefit by keeping our lives, taking the essence from its minions, and partaking of the treasures within.”

      “Typical fucking elf,” Bolnir muttered. “See an opportunity for a lecture, and they take it.” The dwarf thrust a torch toward a female elf. “Here, hold this.”

      She accepted the burning brand without complaint and simply smiled enigmatically.

      The pace of the adventurers wasn’t too fast, but it was getting more difficult to keep up with them and stay out of sight. There were five in total, three of them with names now known to Ralph: Bolnir the dwarf, Quinn the human, and Elohin the elf.

      “They haven’t managed to scrape past the dungeon’s third floor,” Puck murmured. “It can’t be any deeper than four.”

      “Is it ideal for our purposes?” Ralph asked.

      “Perfect,” Puck replied. “It will likely be filled with minions. Master will want us to retrieve essence there, but first, we’ll need the means of storing it. These adventurers might just lead us to what we need.”

      “Torch,” Bolnir ordered, and the elf handed it back to him without a word.

      While the elf had been holding the torch, the dwarf had armed himself with a well-crafted pipe. Bolnir squinted in the light and heat of the torch while touching the edge of it to the packed leaves inside his pipe. A moment later, a thick plume of blue-gray wafted free of his lips, and he took a deep breath of appreciation.

      “Now, where was I?”

      “Educating our youngest recruit in your stone-headed ways,” Elohin reminded him.

      “Thank you,” the dwarf said with a snort. “Yes. We’ll make it past the third floor. It’s a tough fight, but dungeons, as a rule, aren’t all that intelligent. They might change slightly, but they use all of the same tricks, the same beasts to destroy us.”

      “If it’s so easy,” Quinn asked, “why haven’t we beaten it yet?”

      Elohin laughed, and, once again, Bolnir glared up at him.

      “I’d like to blame these skinny, air-headed bastards beside us, but if I’m honest, it’s just the Sap Lords, lad. They’re not interested in giving the Deadeye Guild access to anything that’ll keep us growing in power, and us lowly members of the guild are given the worst of it. The old Sage back in Elderwood House is in league with the lords. I would give my right testicle to see him dead. ”

      Elohin shifted, as if uncomfortable with the dwarf’s words. “You speak of betrayal. We need the Sage. Our numbers dwindle by the day, and he’s the only one who can forge new Nature Sigils.”

      Ralph gasped and quickly regained his composure. This sage had what they were looking for. The ability to craft Nature Sigils into prospective adventurers.

      “We need to find this sage,” Puck said.

      Ralph returned his attention to the trio.

      “...the last time the Sage gave my sigil a sprucing up, he cut me really bad,” Quinn said as they continued through the forest.

      “That eyeglass of his ain’t helping with his eyesight; that’s for sure,” Bolnir agreed.

      “Maybe we should kill him.” The human adventurer nodded. “That would strike at the heart of the Sap Lords. Our numbers may be few, but we’re still a formidable guild. We can always find someone else to give us sigils.”

      “I actually have someone who could help us,” Bolnir said with a conspiratorial smile.

      “This is not the kind of scheming I wish to be involved in,” Elohin said suddenly, halting on the forest path. “Our role is to play the part ordained by the gods. We are not to ask questions. The Sap Lords advise the Deadeye Guild, and we obey.”

      “And there’s another elf-answer for you,” Bolnir said as he pushed past the elf to take the lead. “Later, Quinn, I’ll tell you the real truth. Preferably over a tankard of ale. It’s been a long day, and I’m thirstier than a whore in a desert.”

      Lights appeared ahead of the party, and a large clearing that had been carved out of the forest came into view. In the center was a giant tree, as large as a mountain, with golden leaves speckling its lengthy branches. More impressive, however, were the wooden structures built along the tree’s branches or carved into its trunk.

      “This must be Elderwood, the guild house of the Deadeye,” Ralph said.

      “Do you always state the obvious?” Puck asked.

      The wooden buildings were connected by rope bridges and platforms. Dwarves, humans, and elves congregated among the huts above the forest floor.

      As the trio of adventurers passed into the tree-house, the very air around them rippled for a moment. Bright green sigils illuminated around their feet before they crossed beyond the magical barrier.

      Inside the town, they seemed to relax, and their voices faded in a hubbub coming from the rest of the residents. Bolnir gave Quinn a playful shove, and the pair vanished inside a hut built into the branches 20 feet above the ground.

      Puck’s shadow-cloaking spell dissipated, and Ralph sat with his back to a tree, just beyond Elderwood House’s magical barrier. The deep sable of his armor would keep him mostly hidden in the dark. Puck reduced himself to a cloud of shadows that might have been mistaken for a swarm of black insects if anyone saw him.

      “Now what?” Ralph whispered.

      “Those enchantments around the clearing may prove to be a problem,” Puck said. “They look to be a kind of ward.”

      “Surely, they wouldn’t be designed to work against an Infernal creature, like you? And it’s not as if you’re a mere realm monster, either. You’re a dungeon champion, aren’t you?”

      Puck considered the thought. “You may have a point, stable boy. It’s not as if Infernal creatures roam these lands.”

      “So, we should be able to enter.”

      “Possibly. But Master told us to keep our quest in the shadows. Strolling headlong into a village of trained guild members sounds like an excellent way to lose our heads. Best we keep them where they are.” The Shade went silent for a long moment before he turned his head to Ralph. “What do you make of all of this?”

      “I’m sorry; you’re asking for what I think?”

      “Trust me,” Puck said, “I’m no more pleased than you are.”

      “The Sage,” Ralph said, after a moment of thought. “He sounds like a kind of priest or higher level Deadeye Guild member. If he’s not the man who can craft an Adventurer’s Sigil, then he’ll know someone who can.”

      “Mm.”

      Ralph smiled. “We’ve found everything we need.”

      “Slowly, Kraus, slowly. Use your head and think. How are we going to find this Sage without arousing suspicion?” Puck dissolved into a cloud of shadows that flew above the tree. He materialized on another branch, this one closer to the villager.

      “If the dwarf is to be believed, the Sage is a higher ranking member of the Deadeye Guild. Probably has a big, fancy house. Something with a lot of trimming and stinks of wealth.”

      “You humans and your absurd fascination with appearance.”

      Ralph scoured the village for any sign of wealth, and it didn’t take him long to find a house removed from the tight cluster of buildings. The opulent dwelling boasted tall, arching doorways, green and gold inlays, and even its own glowing, magic light sources. It certainly seemed like something a guild official would take for a home.

      “I see it.” Puck nodded as he met Ralph’s gaze. “Suppose I believe you; in all likelihood, we’ll be kicking his door in.”

      “Not very subtle,” Ralph warned.

      “Manner of speech. Let’s get closer.”

      It only took a few minutes to circle around the edge of the village. Puck rippled from shadow to shadow, and Ralph took extra care to make absolutely sure that no hidden sentries would see him. As they crossed over the magical barrier, a slight warmth ran over Ralph’s body, but he had passed through without any trouble. There didn’t seem to be any indication that they’d alerted a guard or triggered a magical ward. Ralph exhaled as they crept toward the fancy building.

      Part of him wondered whether the dwellers of the village had become complacent, with their magical ward around the edges of the clearing. As they came to a halt less than 50 strides from the guild house, he decided that it was likely the case.

      Puck settled in the branches of yet another tree, and Ralph crouched by its roots, watching the house for any movement.

      “Can your cloak hide us from sight here?” Ralph asked.

      “Yes,” Puck answered. “As long as we remain stationary.”

      “Then, we should wait,” Ralph whispered. “There are too many people around. We’ll go inside the building when it’s safer.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Puck agreed.

      Puzzled, Ralph looked up at the Shade, practically invisible in the tree’s upper branches. Had he started to win the creature’s respect, after all of this? He waited for a barb, but Puck stayed silent and watchful.

      “We’re in for a little excitement in the next few hours,” he said. “Rest.”

      This was just getting downright strange. “You have nothing sarcastic to say?”

      “As much as I’d like to kick your ego into a corner while you bawl and beg for mercy, it’s counterproductive.” Puck chuckled. “Sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time to get your flesh carved.”

      Ralph closed his eyes as a small smile touched his face.

      Maybe the sarcastic little bastard really was starting to warm up to him.

      Sleep closed in, only to be torn away from Ralph after what seemed to be less than an hour.

      His mind snapped to attention after a twig fell onto his face, and he shot out from the gray swirl of sleep. The lights of the Deadeye Guild’s village were dimmed, and the shadows around the buildings had lengthened, providing a better opportunity to approach the guild house undetected.

      “You’re lucky you don’t snore,” Puck muttered, “else the good people of the village would have rolled out of bed looking for a large black bear.”

      Ralph ignored Puck’s apparently revived razor wit and drew his sword. The murmur of voices had vanished, and he guessed most of the inhabitants were asleep.

      He had a quest to fulfill.

      Ralph followed Puck up the giant tree, careful not to draw any attention to themselves. The place was still awash with activity, but no one seemed to notice the black-clad figures approaching the guild house built inside the tree. The pair scaled the ladders and crossed the swinging bridge to the opulent residence.

      There were no guards posted outside the front door, and the flicker of candlelight was visible through a circular window on the house’s upper floor. Someone was home.

      Ralph waited for Puck’s nod of encouragement before he tested the door’s clasp. He’d been half-expecting some magic defense, but it was only secured with a simple lock.

      “Allow me,” Puck said as he tossed a shadow-sphere at the lock. The dark magic consumed the simple mechanism and ate a hand-sized hole through the door.

      Ralph pushed on the door, and it swung inward with barely a creak. He crept through the doorway, and Puck swept in. Polished wooden floorboards gleamed in the soft light of the dimmed golden lanterns outside. Animal hides covered huge expanses of the floors, and tattered books rested on neat shelves.

      Puck moved ahead as Ralph waited. The Shade was faster, quieter, and less likely than Ralph to be discovered.

      He returned in less than a minute and wordlessly shook his head and gestured upstairs. Ralph nodded and suppressed the absurd excitement stirring in his gut. It was impossible to ignore; he felt as though he was five years old again, stealing from his mother’s pantry.

      The stairs were draped in the same hides as the floor, and Ralph’s worn and well-traveled boots barely whispered as he climbed the staircase. There wasn’t so much as a squeak as he took each step before reaching the second floor. A hallway stretched in two directions, and the candlelight he’d spotted from outside glimmered through a doorway.

      The target had to be in there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      With Ralph and Puck gone, the dungeon grew silent.

      I had a dozen different ideas for renovating my dungeon, but my thoughts were interrupted when Abby summoned her avatar beside the Gorengar Travel Stone.

      “It looks like something I had back in my dungeon,” Abby said as she ran her hands over the obelisk. The almost-liquid stone flashed at her touch, and the Infernal Essence inside recoiled as though it was repulsed by her.

      “You’re made of Storm Essence,” I said. “It can probably sense that in you.”

      Then, the essence inside the stone shot forward like a caged animal, but the physical prison prevented it from striking her. “Eek! The one I had was never this feisty.”

      “You had a travel stone?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Abby said. “It was more like a tool for storing essence and transporting it to my core. My pixie, Gadrili, had me build the stones.”

      “They could be useful for me,” I said. “I wouldn’t be distracted by collecting essence from dead adventurers. I would need only to concentrate on battles within my dungeon’s levels.”

      “I believe such tools would be useful, yes.” Abby smiled, growing more excited by the minute. “Mine were like keys to different floors of my tower. An adventurer would have to part with their essences to continue moving through. It was how I managed to build most of my power.”

      I needed some kind of system that would passively absorb Soul, Elemental, and Physical Essence without my consciousness being present, and the setup in Abby’s dungeon sounded like the perfect fit.

      “Can you help show me how it was built?” I asked.

      “I can try,” she answered.

      I took her consciousness and guided her to Zagorath’s Antechamber. I found the blueprint for a travel stone and transferred it to her mind. Abby recoiled slightly at the touch of the foreign structure that I projected, but then, she seized it eagerly as the electric tendrils of her thoughts raced around it.

      “You said you can’t excavate Shadow Crag, right?” I tried to put a lid on the new wave of excitement. “But, given essence, can you build with me?”

      Her mind flickered, and her whole core shone with excitement at the idea. “Let me try. Where do you want this stone?”

      I scoured my dungeon for the perfect location for a pair of mini-travel stones and settled on the eyes of the sprawling bat-statue jutting from the Antechamber’s far wall. The bat would look all the more imposing if its eyes were glowing siphons drinking in the essence from the corpses of adventurers who fell to my minions and traps. It would save me a lot of time, and I wouldn’t have to worry about adventurers absorbing the essence from their fallen comrades. Any who escaped my dungeon alive would leave empty-handed—unless I intended on providing them with some small gift for their efforts, of course.

      Abby saw my intention and laughed. “You’re rather theatrical; you know that, right?”

      “I’m a sucker for beauty,” I replied. “As you well know.”

      I returned to the moving parts of the blueprints, dipped into my resources, and began forming a new travel stone. Unlike the original stone I’d created, I poured both Storm and Infernal Essence into it. I sifted in a small amount of Soul Essence alongside the others. I created a jewel-like eye and set it into the Hellbat statue. The single eye magnified the light of the soul forge as it bathed the whole Antechamber in an unnerving blood-red.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built a Siphoning Stone

        Consumed 20 Physical Essence

        Consumed 50 Infernal Essence

        Consumed 60 Storm Essence

      

        

      
        Zagorath Activated Siphoning Stones (x1)

        Consumed 12 Soul Essence

      

      

      

      I reached into the new stone glittering in the bat-statue’s right eye socket and found it was incomplete. I visualized forging a path back to Zagorath’s dungeon heart, and the stone-eye’s liquid blackness seemed to shimmer. Veins of gold, azure, and crimson twisted into existence as the link completed.

      Abby’s consciousness latched onto mine in a kind of mental kiss that electrified my core. “You completed the link on your first try. You didn’t even need me to show you.”

      “You could have told me how to do it?”

      “Of course. I might have said something, but I wanted to see how you’d fare. I can see you don’t really need my assistance, although there are a few things you’d never be able to do by yourself.”

      “Ha. You’re right. Maybe later, though? I want to give the new siphon stone a try.”

      Abby seemed satisfied to wait for our next romp, so I disturbed a single Hellbat in the vent above the Antechamber and spawned my Tainted Elf avatar. As the minion swarmed into the room, I inhabited the elf’s body before delivering a spinning slash to the creature’s abdomen. Blood splattered across the tiles, and I immediately returned Von Dominus to my core. Infernal Essence hovered around the Hellbat’s corpse, but only for a second.

      The siphon stone inside the statue’s right eye sockets lit up as the dead Hellbat’s essence surged toward it. Before I could consider how to transport the essence from the stone to my core, the magical energy pulsed along the walls and continued toward my core, as though each inch of polished obsidian was an optic fiber cable inside a supercomputer.

      Part of me wondered why all of this came so instinctively, but it occurred to me that, much like every other invention or discovery, most people simply resigned themselves to the basic utility of an item or tool. Other dungeons likely used travel stones in this manner, but they’d had a pixie to advise them. I had to do most of it myself, or take the comments of Abby and develop them into fully functioning devices like this new stone.

      Although small, it had cost a lot of Storm, Infernal, and Soul Essences to construct. Good thing I had a massive resource pool waiting to be spent.

      “You’re going to fill the whole of Zagorath with these things?” Abby asked, predicting my intention.

      “As many as necessary,” I answered. “I can see they don’t have great range, and I need a way of absorbing essence if I’m not inside Zagorath.”

      “Not inside? You intend to venture into the Nature Realm after the others return?”

      “No,” I said. “Not just the Nature Realm. Every realm, if I can find the means of reaching them.”

      “Won’t you be needed here?”

      I could tell the Storm dungeon was a little clingy, but I could understand her displeasure at the thought of me leaving after what had happened to her.

      “Bertha can remain here with you,” I said.  

      “She is a little boring and doesn’t talk much. But she’s strong, so I suppose that wouldn’t be so bad.”

      I shot a look at Bertha, who was still sitting in the middle of the Antechamber. She almost looked like she was sleeping, so content to remain seated while I modified my dungeon. A single eye opened, as though she had sensed my gaze upon her.

      “Master has need of me?” she asked.

      “When my avatar eventually leaves this place, you and Abby will cleanse my halls of intruders, and I’ll be capable of absorbing the essence passively.”

      “It would be my pleasure to show the little lightning bolt how a true champion performs in battle.”

      Abby rolled her eyes and folded her arms over her chest, but I left her to glower while I returned to work.

      I constructed a new siphon stone on the wall of the Antechamber.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built Siphoning Stones x2

        Consumed 40 Physical Essence

        Consumed 100 Infernal Essence

        Consumed 120 Storm Essence

      

        

      
        Zagorath Activated Siphoning Stones (x2)

        Consumed 24 Soul Essence

      

      

      

      I still had more essence, so I created and inserted another stone into the staircase behind the Hellbat statue. I added a siphon stone above the side-altars in the Pretzel, ready to absorb the essence of lesser adventurers who would fall to my minions stationed there. I set a siphon stone into the center pillar among the twelve pillars of the First Floor.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built Siphoning Stones (x3)

        Consumed 60 Physical Essence

        Consumed 150 Infernal Essence

        Consumed 180 Storm Essence

      

        

      
        Zagorath Activated Siphoning Stones (x3)

        Consumed 36 Soul Essence

      

      

      

      “You’re done?” Abby asked.

      “I’m not even close,” I replied. “There’s one feature I’ve been itching to add since I excavated toward the original travel stone.”

      “What is it?”

      “A big, fucking hole,” I said.

      With the stones completed, I went to the First Floor and consumed the rock on either side of Lilith’s likeness. A downward sloping tunnel formed, and stairs rose into being as I carved into the rock. I searched for the tunnel I’d used to locate the original travel stone and connected with it. Then, I began to widen the hole.

      I couldn’t think of anything better to improve my dungeon than an enormous chasm, a gaping maw that plunged into the mountain.

      I carved the chasm until it was roughly a hundred feet wide, then began pushing downward, excavating layers as I went. After the chasm reached a depth of 200 feet, I felt my Physical Essence swell to almost maximum capacity, so I formed spikes at the bottom, giant lances of rock that would impale even the largest adventurer who fell to the bottom. I continued adapting and morphing the chasm until it reached a depth of 500 feet. It was still only halfway between the point of my dungeon and the chamber where the original travel stone had been.

      I decided to name this pit, much like I’d named the rest of my dungeon’s major rooms. And like my previous naming tendencies, I chose a simple one: the Chasm.

      I stretched stairs from the gulf’s edges in rectangular platforms only a few feet long. I kept them disconnected from each other, so there was a little danger in traversing them, but a humanoid creature would have only a little trouble if they concentrated on where they stepped. Handrails, however, were completely out of the question, and there was nothing to prevent the long fall and the sudden stop at the end. Every 50 feet, I created a curved bridge that snaked across to the opposite wall. It was a narrow walkway that would only allow humanoid creatures to walk in a single file. I made sure to keep the bridges unique, with different lengths and widths, and some of them would lead to dead-ends.

      I halted the process and left a 50-foot drop at the end of the stair-aided descent. The crisscrossing bridges and steps above would prevent any adventurer from seeing the drop before they’d almost reached the bottom. I half-chuckled to myself at the cursing that would echo through the Chasm after the fools discovered my trick. The wily ones would use ropes or some magical means of reaching the bottom.

      But those who never got so far as the bottom of the stairs? Those who’d fall over the precipice?

      They would meet swift deaths from my very next creation.

      At the end of the stairs, I created a curving platform, away from the wall of the Chasm. Behind the platform, a new room opened up under the touch of my mind, and I fashioned a smaller version of the First Floor. This new room was round with a plinth like the one that held the dungeon cores above, and heavy doors of obsidian alloy closed it off.

      Perfect for a throne room.

      The ideal throne was something worth extra consideration, so I left it for later. The Chasm, however, could use a bit more fine-tuning. I flipped through my mental notebook of blueprinted traps. Spring Traps had a lot of useful applications, and were only really restricted by my imagination. The Paralysis Ring that Abby had gifted to me was another option. It had incredible utility in freezing any adventurers that stepped inside its crackling area-of-effect, but I didn’t have a lot of space on the Chasm’s single steps and narrow walkways.

      I settled on a simple Spring Trap, but the execution wouldn’t involve shooting spikes or blades from the walls. It was actually a variation of the trap I used below the plinth that held my core. After a small amount of pressure on the trigger, three steps would rotate 90 degrees and dump anything standing on them into free-fall.

      It was a good start.

      I puzzled over my next move as my mind flickered over the weapon blueprints I’d stored within my core’s memory bank. From the very start of my existence as a dungeon core, I’d made sure to use a memory technique to keep everything within reach.

      The crossbows I’d absorbed from the Sand Pirates had serious promise. I could reconstruct them as loot for the adventurers, but with a deft twist of imagination, I found they could also be reconfigured into Spring Traps, of a kind.

      I dug into the walls of the Chasm until my Physical Essence count was complete at 30,000. Then, I started to bring my new invention into existence.

      I stationed three above all eight of the snaking walkways and angled their flight-paths toward the catwalks themselves. I finished my new trap hybrid by placing the triggers on the breadrock bridges.

      

      
        
        Zagorath built Arrow Trap x24 (Zagorath Alloy)

        Consumed 28,800 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      Arrow Traps. The magical program Lilith had installed inside my core already knew what I’d wanted to call them.

      Sure, crossbows fired bolts, rather than arrows, but the word ‘bolt’ could just as easily apply to a variation of storm trap I hadn’t constructed yet. I didn’t want to get them confused.

      I triggered the new projectiles and watched as arrows blitzed free of their hidden places in the walls and whipped through the air before breaking against the opposite wall, stairs, or the slender stone pathways. I absorbed the arrows and brought the Physical Essence back to my core. It only took me a few moments to reload the traps with more ammunition, and they were primed and ready.

      Of course, the traps alone wouldn’t be enough. They were predictably placed, and an experienced dungeon-diver wouldn’t fall for the same trick twice. But add a little chaos, in the form of minions? Even the hardiest adventurer would have trouble focusing on where he put his feet while he fought off the spawn of Lilith.

      Basic breadrock and changing layers of excavation weren’t exactly consistent with the rest of my dungeon. But a few cosmetic changes wouldn’t be difficult.

      At my command, obsidian slid into being over the steps and the eight walkways, creeping around it like liquid and hardening into the same substance that decorated all of my halls. The black stone leaked out of the Chasm’s walls, waterfalling and solidifying around the edges of the descent into the depths of Shadow Crag. A little work, and thorned spikes, skulls, and demonic hands and claws jutted out of the walls.

      This was a death-trap for adventurers. I’d need more Siphoning Stones to collect their essences, so I inserted three stones at varying heights inside the Chasm.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built Siphoning Stones x3

        Consumed 60 Physical Essence

        Consumed 150 Infernal Essence

        Consumed 180 Storm Essence

      

        

      
        Zagorath Activated Siphoning Stones x3

        Consumed 36 Soul Essence

      

      

      

      As much as I liked the many additions to the Chasm, it would be too dark for most adventurers to admire my handiwork. Unlike the First Floor with my gem to illuminate it, and the glow of the soul forge through the Hellbat-statue’s eyes in the Antechamber, the Chasm was completely dark. While I didn’t want adventurers to clearly see the entirety of the pit, I figured a little mood-lighting wouldn’t go unnoticed.

      I took the physical shape of a human skull I’d eaten and formed a new construct out of the same Cheap Crystal I’d found in the staff of Alaxon, the old priest who’d previously been Ralph’s mentor. I etched an Illuminate sigil into the skull, and the magical seal provided an eerie, blood-red glow.

      I duplicated the first skull until I had 10 identical items. I positioned them tactically throughout the Chasm so that they’d cast the same threatening scarlet light throughout the entire expanse. The light struck my aesthetic additions at strange angles and created terrifying shadows everywhere.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built Crystal Skulls x10

        Consumed 100 Physical Essence

        Consumed 1,000 Infernal Essence

      

      

      

      “Come downstairs,” I said to my Bertha, “and see how our strength has grown.”

      Unlike Abby, she could not return to an omniscient dungeon core to watch my progress, and I wanted her to see how her master had improved Zagorath. This was both her home and her battleground, so I hoped my efforts would fill her with pride and inspiration.

      Bertha didn’t stand from her meditative position. “And if adventurers should invade while I do so?”

      “I will feel their feet upon the entrance steps,” I reminded her. “You should see the fruit of my labor and the new areas you’ll be fighting in.”

      “As you wish, Master,” my champion replied, curiosity coloring her mind’s tone.

      As Bertha stood, she lanced backward into a one-handed handstand before gracefully alighting on her feet. She descended into the First Floor, crossed through the pillars, walked over the dais, and halted at the Chasm’s precipice. As she peered down into the crimson glow, her eyes widened at the size of the pit.

      “Enter,” I commanded.

      “Yes, Master,” she replied.

      Bertha moved carefully as she started down the stairs.

      “Watch for the triggers,” I said, and I explained their locations to her. I knew that she was committing them to memory so that she wouldn’t accidentally release an arrow trap in the future.

      “It’s beautiful,” Bertha murmured as she paused halfway down the Chasm and leaned over a bridge to gaze at the very bottom.

      “Now, for the finishing touch,” I said.

      “Hm?” Bertha asked.

      “Rewards,” Abby said, her voice appearing in my mind from nowhere. She must have been listening to the exchange, but chose to stay quiet until now.

      “You are correct,” I said. “What is a dungeon without a lure to bring visitors to my depths?”

      I needed more Physical Essence to begin forging loot, so at the end of each of the Chasm’s bridges, I created small recesses. I refined them down until I had 10,000 Physical Essence, enough resources to complete my planned items.

      Ralph’s new sword had been a resounding success—not that I’d necessarily seen it in action—but I knew that it was easily some of the best gear I’d ever built. The black sheen of the steel, the volcanic hardness built into the blade, and the way it matched the look of my dungeon was perfect. Hell, I needed to trademark the stuff.

      I found the rewards sitting upon the side-altars in the Pretzel and rapidly broke down the bright steel and studded leather equipment. Then, with a twist of my mind, I reforged them into new items.

      I formed two straight swords, similar in design to Zagorath’s Chosen, but less embellished, and more simple. They carried the Swiftness +1 and Might +3 sigils, respectively. I formed two daggers with the Embolden +2 sigil into their blades, created two Zagorath Alloy crossbows, two Adventurer’s Belts with pouches, and 10 bolts for each. They were smaller than the originals I’d consumed, more designed as a hand-crossbow, but they’d suit the purposes of the adventurer who got his hands on one. I then crafted a short-spear without any sigils, for the unlucky party member who drew the short straw.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted Items!

      

        

      
        Greatsword of Inner Strength (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Might +3

        Might channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their strength.

        Cost: 1,875 Physical Essence, 3,200 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Greatsword of Demonic Agility (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness +1

        Swiftness channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their speed.

        Cost: 1,875 Physical Essence, 1,000 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Inspiring Dagger (Zagorath Alloy) (x2)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Embolden +2

        Embolden inspires nearby allies and makes them immune to fear for a limited time.

        Cost: 450 Physical Essence, 3,200 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Pirate Crossbow (Zagorath Alloy) (x2)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Physical

        Seals: None

        Cost: 600 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Adventurer’s Belt (Black Leather) (x2)

        Rarity: Common

        Seals: None

        Cost: 18 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Teardrop Crossbow Bolts (Honeywood) (x20)

        Rarity: Common

        Seals: None

        Cost: 100 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Orc Short Spear (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Common

        Seals: None

        Cost: 150 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      I rested the weapons on the Chasm’s alcoves. If adventurers wanted rewards now, they’d have to venture through the entirety of my dungeon and deal with every last minion and champion.

      Yet there was more loot I could create to entice visitors to enter the pit. Potions.

      I built three Cheap Crystal vials with stoppers made from Honeywood. The potions didn’t cost a lot of Infernal Essence, so I figured these were low in potency and very limited in duration. With the containers made, I created a trio of swirling clouds that coalesced into liquid and sloshed straight into the vials.

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted Items!

      

        

      
        Lesser Healing Potion x2

        Effect: Heals the consumer of a minor wound.

        Cost: 10 Physical Essence, 160 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Lesser Stamina Potion

        Effect: Increases the consumer’s stamina by 5%.

        Cost: 5 Physical Essence, 120 Infernal Essence

      

      

      

      The potions were far from amazing, but they’d at least provide the adventurers with some sense of false hope once they reached the Chasm. They could repair one of their many wounds, and then, invest themselves in some additional stamina before they reached my Throne Room.

      Then, I’d prove all their efforts were wasted when I summoned Von Dominus and tore through them.

      My gem flickered as I sighed with satisfaction. The Chasm was now completely fitted with traps, rewards, and even a little lightning. I particularly admired my efforts with the Arrow Traps. I had created an entirely new device by melding the properties of two blueprints. I started to consider whether I could do the same with other objects when an idea struck me like one of Abby’s lightning bolts.

      By joining the Spring Trap and Pirate Crossbow blueprints together, I’d been able to construct something that took on the best elements of both. Could I do the same with my minions? I’d never had the time or the essence to try this before now, but was it possible?

      My curiosity wouldn’t allow the idea to go untried.

      But, first, Abby and Bertha needed to farm more Storm Essence. I set them to work while I imagined what might become of the merging of hellbats and sprites.
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            Interlude

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Ralph could cross into the room, Puck shot in. The Shade collided with a gangly man, swept him off his comfortable armchair, and drove him into the floor. Ralph vaulted over a desk covered in unbound scrolls and rushed to help his companion.

      Puck was doing his best to muffle the man’s cries—they were strangled grunts, at best—but the old man went silent the moment the edge of Ralph’s blade tickled his throat. The Shade wheeled off him, placed himself on the back of the comfortable chair behind the desk, and grinned down at their new friend.

      And, of course, he was the first to speak.

      “If you scream for help, my friend here will open your veins,” Puck said as Ralph’s knife was pressed to the old man’s throat. “If you lie to us—and I’ll know—he will open your veins. If you reach for a weapon or attempt to do anything more than answer our questions and follow our instructions, he will open your veins. He’s in a vein-opening mood.”

      Ralph kept his mouth shut and his gaze cold, serious and hard. The man underneath them didn’t look like he’d worked a day in his life. He was lanky, pale, and some kind of eyeglass dangled from his collar. His clothes were fine, deep green, with bright golden vines glistening on the hems. He was certainly the man they were looking for.

      “Are you the one they call the Sage?” Puck demanded.

      “Who… Who do you think you are?” The old man sat up, despite Ralph’s sword against his neck, and his eyes blazed with indignation. “The Sap Lords will hear of this!”  

      “Vein-opener?” Puck said. “Discipline the maggot.”

      Ralph knew he couldn’t slice into the deep arteries of his throat because they needed him alive, so he settled for cutting open the skin along his collarbone and kicking him in the face. Not too hard, of course—he couldn’t talk with a mouthful of busted teeth—but it was enough to crack his skull off the wolfskin rug on the floor and cause him to rethink his approach.

      “We’ll try again,” Puck said affably. “Are you the one they call the Sage?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Ah, he learns. Excellent.” The Shade’s wings folded behind his back as looked down at the prisoner. “What is your role within your guild, oh mighty Sage?”

      “I’m the greatest scholar in this corner of the realm,” he said.

      “What else?” Puck asked.

      Ralph was growing tired of this meandering style of interrogation since they already knew that the old man could seal Nature tattoos. The longer they spent here, the more likely someone would find them. Except they needed to either make the Sage provide the tattoos freely, or rough him up until he obeyed their request.

      “Tattooed sigils,” Ralph said. “We need them.”

      “Sigils? That’s what you’re here for?” The Sage started to laugh, and Ralph silenced him with a hard kick to the ribs.

      “I’m an administrator,” he moaned. “I record the amount of essence, resources, and members the guild attracts. I’m responsible for recruitment and the deployment of adventurers throughout this part of the realm.”

      “And you’re capable of tattooing an Adventurer Sigil onto a new recruit?” Puck asked, his voice low and loaded with danger. “Such as my friend here?”

      The Sage’s eyes widened as he looked up at Ralph. “You’re—”

      “Answer the question,” Ralph cut him off as he pressed his sword just a little further against the old man’s neck. “Or the next cut will be much more painful.”

      His shudder of fear was enough to convince Ralph that the Sage was theirs.

      “I can,” he panted. “The items I need--they’re in here, in the top drawer.”

      The Sage lifted his hand and pointed toward a dresser behind him. Puck dissolved into shadows before materializing beside the piece of furniture. He tugged open the drawer with bone-white claws and peered into it.

      “What is it, precisely, that you need to carve this sigil, Sage?” Puck’s small eyes glistened behind a cloud of shadows, and Ralph understood.

      The Sage could very well carve a sigil into Ralph’s flesh that was no more effective than a rock at storing Nature essence and wielding Nature enchantments. There was no guarantee the Sage would perform their demands with accuracy.

      “The scalpel and vial,” the Sage said in a trembling whisper, “in a small wooden case.”

      A moment later, Puck dropped it on the desk, then loomed over Ralph. The way the Shade could increase his size at will was disconcerting, but it was effective.

      The Sage grabbed the scalpel from the case, and Ralph realized how foolish it would be to allow the man to hold such a blade to his skin.

      “I believe we’re of one mind,” Puck said as he glanced at Ralph.

      “You intend to give up the quest?”

      “I intend to complete it—by any means necessary.” Puck reached out with his hand and grasped the Sage’s head.

      The old man’s eyes widened as a swirl of black energy seeped out from Puck’s palm and covered the Sage’s head. The foul smell emanating from the substance almost caused Ralph to gag, and he turned away from it. The demonic tendrils seeped into the Sage’s wounds as he thrashed and strangled grunts burst from his throat.

      “He’ll still be able to make a sigil, right?” Ralph peered down at the main writing on the floor and wondered whether he’d even be able to lift a hand, let alone keep his hand steady while carving the intricate symbols of an adventurer’s sigil.

      “It’s likely,” Puck answered.

      “You’re not sure? Why take the risk?”

      “Because I wanted to test my new powers. I’ve only been a Shade for less than a week, you know.”

      “No more!” the Sage cried out. “I’ll do anything you ask. Just don’t hurt me.”

      “An Adventurer Sigil,” Puck reiterated. “For my friend here.”

      “Friend?” Ralph asked.

      “I suppose that might be too strong of a word.” The Shade shrugged as the Sage grabbed his tools.

      Ralph removed his armor as he stared at the old man, his sword never far from reach. He wasn’t entirely sure whether he believed that the Sage’s mind could be so warped by potential pain that he would readily obey, but that seemed to be the case.

      The Sage approached with a scalpel drenched in a glowing green substance, and Ralph unbuttoned his tunic and bared his chest. Hardened muscle glistened in the low torchlight as Ralph held back a gasp of surprise. He was a completely different person than the one who’d left Cothslar, in mind and body.

      And now he was about to have a second Adventurer Sigil.

      “Why didn’t you just do this before?” Ralph asked Puck. “Simply force the old man to do our bidding.”

      “I didn’t know I could. I only got the idea after remembering the things a Shade could do. I have a feeling it won’t work on true adventurers, only those who are weak of will.”

      The Sage’s eyes darted fearfully to Puck, who made an encouraging gesture with his clawed hand. Ralph kept his face expressionless as the Sage reached up and the blade touched his chest before effortlessly slicing into the skin. Muscle tightened reflexively, but Ralph didn’t so much as flinch as the old man made small, quick, remarkably shallow cuts in flesh. The Sage’s hands had steadied somewhat, and as he worked, he spoke.

      “What manner of travelers are you?”

      Another sphere of shadows suddenly boiled around Puck’s fist. “I’m sure your natural curiosity serves you well in your line of work counting beans, scholar, but let me warn you: ask another question, and I’ll put you in such pain that you’ll curl into a ball and bite off your own manhood.”

      The Sage didn’t ask any more questions.

      He took two more minutes finishing the sigil; each new cut forced Ralph to dig deeper into himself to find some kind of willpower.

      The pain was one thing. Ralph could deal with the pain. But standing there at the whim of a man they’d threatened to kill? That was intolerable. The Sage set down his scalpel and pulled out the stopper on the small glass vial. He poured it over the bleeding mass of deliberate scores in Ralph’s flesh, and the young adventurer snarled a curse as the bright green liquid burned its way into his skin.

      Then, it went deeper.

      Ralph stumbled back as the substance raced through his entire body and opened strange new pathways that didn’t belong. His sword fell from suddenly powerless fingers, and his heart threatened to burst from the agony of the newly forged sigil. He gritted his teeth as a new pathway to power forged its way through his soul.

      “Kraus!” Puck snarled suddenly.

      Ralph looked up just as shadows smothered the desk. The Sage lunged forward, with a triumphant gleam of insanity in his eyes and a scalpel in his hand. The guild’s clerk had finally plucked up the courage to stare death in the face. Ralph kicked out at the Sage’s knee, and the old man stumbled straight into a second kick to the gut.

      The Sage shot into Puck’s waiting claws as they ripped across his face. He screamed as his eyes were taken, and he swung blindly with the tiny blade. Ralph’s blood flicked off the weapon as the guild clerk staggered around the desk.

      Ralph rolled to the left, put the desk between himself and the blinded old man, and forced himself to his feet. Then, the young adventurer leaped over the desk, swept under the man’s flailing arm, and caught hold of it. The scalpel fell to the floor with a quick wrench and a grisly crack. Black magic crashed against the man’s back and seeped into the wound on his neck. The scholar screamed again with a deafening wail.

      It was enough to wake the entire village.

      Ralph caught the man around the neck. His hand found the old man’s screaming jaw, and the Sage lashed against Ralph while trying to gouge out his eyes.

      But an entire lifetime of living in cushy houses and offices didn’t give one the strength required to best Zagorath’s adventurer.

      Ralph could have strangled the Sage but hesitated. “Do we need him alive?” he asked Puck as his captive tried fruitlessly to bite off one of his fingers.

      “We have what we came for. Kill him!”

      Puck didn’t have to tell Ralph twice. The young man kicked out one of the Sage’s legs and dragged him to the floor. Ralph wrapped an arm around his throat, clasped his hands together and twisted. Strangled grunts babbled from the Sage’s mouth as he made to scream for help. His eyes bulged as he frantically tried to escape and claw for something on the floor.

      But Ralph’s grip held true.

      The Infernal adventurer used every ounce of power that he had in him.

      One visceral crunch later, and the Sage was no more.

      Ralph shoved away the still-warm corpse and scooped up his blade from the floor.

      “We need to leave,” he muttered.

      “As always, you’ve a firm grasp of priorities,” Puck replied.

      “I need this armor on—.”

      The door of the study exploded in a shower of splinters, and Ralph lunged away from the desk as Quinn, Bolnir, and Elohin raced through the doorway.

      Each of them were armed but not armored. They wore lighter clothing that suggested they’d been roused by the screaming of their Sage. Ralph braced himself against the wall and dipped into his reserves of Infernal Essence. Puck flared his wings and prepared himself to attack.

      Then, the dwarf spoke. “Well, this is a right fuck-up, isn’t it?” He lowered his weapon a little, as though he was more intent on talking than fighting.

      “He attacked us first,” Ralph objected as he read the dwarf’s intentions.

      “Yes, I’m sure he gored out his eyes, slashed his throat, and broke his own neck in his valiant attempts to slay you.” Elohin’s velvety tones were cold, and he lifted his pale glaive before leveling it at Puck. “You, abomination; what vile hole do you crawl from?”

      “Probably the same that gifted your whole spawn their pointy ears,” Puck answered. “We came for one reason, adventurers. And we intend to leave. If you stand in our way—”

      “You’re not from here, are you?” the dwarf interrupted before he nudged the elf. “Oi, Elohin, cool your bellows. Let’s talk to these interlopers.”

      “They’ve killed one of our own,” the elf hissed. “You know what the penalties are if we allow this to stand.”

      Bolnir scratched his beard as he looked down at the corpse of the Sage. “Well, Turner’s not exactly one of us, is he? He’s just some cracked toff from the higher ups, sent here to take our hard-earned spoils.” The dwarf chuckled. “Or, at least, he was.”

      Ralph stared at the elf and waited for the twitch that would indicate his first movement.

      “I take it you didn’t have a lot of love for this. . . ahem. . . until-recently breathing Sage, then?” Puck spoke again with a softer and more reasonable tone.

      Ralph tried not to snort. Trust the conniving little bastard to talk to the people who wanted to paint the floor with their blood.

      “Our feelings about the man matter not,” Elohin said. “You’re murderers.”

      “It was self-defence,” Puck pointed out. “Why aren’t you listening to your dwarvish friend there? And why aren’t you decorating this fine study with our entrails right now?”

      The elf didn’t answer. He merely glared at the two of Zagorath’s agents with the kind of otherworldly hate that could shatter stones. Ralph met his gaze without so much as a flinch and decided to trust Puck’s intuition. The Shade hadn’t led them astray the entire night.

      “To answer your question, little feller, no. He’s a thief and a liar.” Bolnir leaned forward on his axe and examined the intruders with interest.

      “So, we’ve done you a service,” Puck said. “Let us free.”

      “Why did you make him mark you?” Quinn asked.

      Ralph took his eyes off the coiled elf to spare the human adventurer a glance. Quinn was a raw youth, barely older than 16. He carried a simple straight sword in his hand, and corded arms of muscle marked him as a local woodcutter or some other simple laborer.

      “That much is easy,” Bolnir said. “They came looking to take essence from our realm. From what realm do you hail, strangers?”

      Puck didn’t hesitate. “Lilith’s.”

      Elohin’s knuckles whitened around his glaive as he took a step forward. “Then, you both must be destroyed. Her essence is an abomination. Even more so than you, Demon.”

      Bolnir’s eyes widened. “Lilith’s? My, she is being cheeky these days. I’d heard rumors, but it’s a kick in the nads to see it for myself.”

      The dwarf chewed his mustache in thought for a long moment as his gaze drifted down to the corpse of the Sage. The other two didn’t move. Ralph wondered if Bolnir was now the head of the guild in Turner’s absence.

      Puck spoke again. “Perhaps we can come to an agreement?”

      “Oh, I’m already considering the terms, Shade.” Bolnir smiled from beneath his beard. “You, adventurer; what’s your name?”

      Ralph glanced at the Shade, and Puck nodded in encouragement.

      “Ralph Kraus.”

      “Ralph, eh?” He nudged Elohin again. “Tell me; what would you prefer? Having Turner breathing down our necks, robbing us blind just to fill lords’ pockets. ‘Disciplining’ us like cubs? Or to be friendly with another adventurer who now wears the same sigil as us?”

      “This is a mistake. You’ll bring damnation and destruction upon all of us, dwarf.” Elohin seemed to have to force himself to lower his glaive. “The Sap Lords will not let this stand. They will destroy our settlement and kill us all.”

      “Who are the Sap Lords?” Ralph asked.

      “They control the Deadeye Guild,” the dwarf replied. “We answer to them, unfortunately. They number 12. Half are rarely seen, and the other half are seen too often. The latter are led by a mage knight. He’s powerful, and he’s also a right bastard.”

      “Enough granting these cretins information!” Elohin snapped.

      “I’m brokering a deal,” Bolnir said before he turned to Zagorath’s champions again. “So, you managed to get the Sage to give you a Nature Sigil. You planning on prancing off alone into a dungeon?”

      “We’re not alone,” Puck said. “We both serve one far greater than either of us. He wishes to know the Nature Realm more intimately.”

      Elohin raised an eyebrow. “An Infernal Guild is forbidden. Not merely in this realm but in all the Sinarius Realms. Nothing about any of this has been ordained by the gods.”

      “If they’re as monstrous as some say,” Quinn said thoughtfully, “they could’ve killed us all in our sleep. Set fire to the houses. Called in hordes of demons. Done anything to us. But all they did was come here, get a tattoo, and kill Turner. Can’t say I’m sorry for that, either. He was a fucking prick.”

      There was a long silence in the study.

      “Well, it’s decided,” Bolnir said as he clapped his hands together. “If you’ll swear on your goddess not to bring harm to any of us, and you bring your master here to keep the Sap Lords off our backs, then we’ll bear you no ill-will. Hell, we’ll even let you join us, if ya like. Bring your master to Elderwood House.”

      “That’s the name of this place?” Ralph asked.

      “Aye,” the dwarf replied. “Tell your master not to worry about the rest of the Deadeye Guild. They’re off adventuring and left us three behind.”

      “Our master fears no one,” Puck said.

      “It’s true,” Ralph added. “He is fear incarnate.”

      Quinn shivered a little, and he looked to Bolnir, who smiled all the more.

      “What’s your master’s name?” Bolnir asked.

      “Von Dominus,” Ralph answered. “He is Lord of Zagorath.”

      “He sounds like a cretin.” Elohin glowered.

      “Watch your tongue, elf.” Puck’s shadow expanded around him until it came within an inch of the elf’s feet.

      “Hey, easy.” Bolnir raised a hand. “We’re all friends now. And I wouldn’t mind meeting a few more of you lot. You look like a bunch of fun.” The dwarf placed a hand over his mouth as if to whisper but didn’t lower his voice. “And you seem to get under Elohin’s skin, and I love seeing him squirm.”  

      Ralph looked at the grinning dwarf in confusion. “You cannot truly trust us.”

      “Oh, I don’t,” he said. “That’s why you’ll swear on your goddess. But, in all honesty? The shadow demon by your side makes a point. We can help each other. And while pointy-ears over here may think otherwise, we need help.”

      “Then, I shall return to my master.” Ralph could barely breathe for all the pride he now felt. He lived to serve the dungeon known as Zagorath, and his master would be exceedingly pleased with this news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Enough,” I said after Abby and Bertha had farmed exactly 1,000 Storm Essence. “It’s time.”

      My two champions gathered in the Antechamber and faced the hidden room where the soul forge lay.  Now, I had the required essence for my new project—merging Hellbats and sprites together. I wasn’t sure whether it would work, but I had to try.

      The soul forge glowed as I fed it Storm and Infernal Essence, but the combination I was seeking seemed to fizzle out before dissolving into mental sand between the fingers of my consciousness.

      It seemed the Hellbats were too simple of an organism, or they lacked any kind of ability to channel essence. Storm Sprites could do it effortlessly. Could the Lesser Imps also channel essence?

      I recalled the imps I’d encountered in Shadow Crag. There’d been two kinds: the Infernal Imps, like Puck, who’d been capable of summoning shadow-spheres, and the weaker creatures known as Lesser Imps. If the weaker forms were distant, less-evolved cousins of the Infernal Imps, then maybe there was some kind of evolutionary proclivity toward channeling essence within the imp race.

      Hell, I had to try, right?

      I inspected the Storm Sprite blueprint in further detail. A small core of essence in the center of the creature’s abdomen seemed to stretch out through vein-like structures to its insect-like jaws and into each of its spindly legs. The Lesser Imp was larger, but there seemed to be a similar, if dormant, pathway sketched into it.

      I maintained my grasp on the essence-channeling aspects of the sprite, pulled it toward the mental form of the Lesser Imp, and pressed the two together. As if I was fitting the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, something clicked. A new notification appeared before my core.

      

      
        
        Zagorath gained spawnable minions!

        Lightning Imp

        Core: Infernal/Storm

        Rarity: Epic

        Essence Cost per minion: 25 (Infernal), 20 (Storm)

      

      

      

      The walls of Zagorath seemed to tremble as I laughed in sheer delight. Everything was coming together beautifully.

      Making the imps fly through from the soul forge alcove to the First Floor’s vents and into the Chasm was too much legwork. I wanted a more efficient pipeline for my minions, especially if I needed to spawn them in a hurry.

      I carved a new tunnel, beside the others that led into the Antechamber, Pretzel, and First Floor. This one slid straight underneath the First Floor, and I split the end of the new vent into six smaller tunnels. I kept the width of the new minion pipeline wide, making it simpler to summon a horde of the Lightning Imps and move them quickly. Then, I lengthened each of the six smaller pipes around the Chasm and positioned them so that I could quickly summon creatures to the different walkways.

      I channeled my reserves of Storm and Infernal Essence into the soul forge and created 20 of these new creatures.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Summoned Lighting Imps (x20)

        Consumed 500 Infernal Essence, 500 Storm Essence

      

      

      

      The Lightning Imps looked surprisingly different to what I’d been expecting. Rather than pudgy bowling balls on wings, they were more like footlong club sandwiches. Instead of two clawed hands, they possessed six, and their wings were a hybrid of leather and insect chitin. Shifting carapace plates surrounded their bodies, protecting them from damage, and red lightning sparked from the gaps in their natural armor.

      Their minds were filled with predatory cunning and basic instinct as they obeyed my command to enter the new pipelines. They erupted into the Chasm, swept around it in loops, and filled it with crackling red energy from their bodies.

      I watched them with a mixture of triumph and amazement. Lilith truly had given me power beyond imagining.

      “What are those?” Abby asked in astonishment, her voice interrupting my moment of appreciation of my own power and genius.

      “Lightning Imps,” I answered.

      “You know what? I don’t know why I’m surprised.” Her mind flickered over my new structure. “Remind me never to call you idle, Dom.”

      “I will. If you need reminding.”

      Bertha moved with measured agility, paused by the doors to my new Throne Room, and looked up with astonishment at the Lightning Imps hovering through the enormous pit.

      “You know what we need?” I asked. “We need—”

      “Adventurers!” Abby’s voice echoed from within her gem. “Low-level divers, heading down the front stairs!”

      I’d been so consumed by the presence of new minions that I hadn’t even noticed the visitors. Well, I’d have to ensure they received the warmest of welcomes.

      “Abby and Bertha, I need you to hold back,” I said. “Don’t join the fight unless I give the command. I want to see what my newest minions can do.”

      My consciousness settled on my entrance steps and flowed over the adventurers. I observed their items and their physical forms. Ten muscle-bound half-orcs armed with basic straight swords, daggers, and carrying nothing of particular note. Just a few odds and ends—charms made from the bones of animals, travel packs, and probably a herbal remedy or two. Nothing infused with essence. They were leagues below the kind of prey I’d grown accustomed to.

      But I wasn’t disappointed. They were perfect fodder for my new minions.

      “Now, this is more like it,” a half-orc growled as he stepped over the threshold.

      They might’ve only been low-level grunts, but their deaths would please Lilith and give me access to more Infernal Essence. It was always better to have more than not enough.

      “The others were tiny,” another agreed. “This place looks perfect.”

      Others? My attention piqued at the mention of other dungeons. I highly doubted this rabble would have crossed into another realm, so they could only be referring to this one. But Lilith had said I was the only Infernal Dungeon. I would have to spare at least one of these cretins so that I could question him.

      The dungeon divers spread out after they descended the opening stairs and carelessly walked over the Antechamber’s polished obsidian floor. The first two half-orcs stepped inside the Paralysis Ring, and it exploded into life. Bright blue lightning swam into their bloodstreams before my Bladed-Fan Trap triggered.

      Curved blades launched out of the mouth of the Hellbat Statue and obliterated the first half-orc’s skull in a shower of gore. The second enemy twisted, but he was too slow, and another blade ripped through his thin tunic before his organs spilled across the crackling floor. The other three half-orcs dove away from the cleaver-blades as they rocketed around the room.

      I felt a strange new crackle in my dungeon and realized the Siphoning Stones were doing their job. Without my specific mental direction, the corpses of the dead half-orcs began to dissolve, and a surge of new essence flooded into the facets of my core.

      Time to give my new minions a test-run.

      The Lightning Imps surged through my new maze of tunnels and into the Antechamber. The air crackled with demonic energy as they dove toward these new invaders. A half-orc lunged forward and sliced at the nearest minion, but the Lightning Imp slipped past his blade and latched onto his leather armor. Electricity crackled, and the half-orc screamed as the the six-handed creature tore into him with shining claws. The unlucky half-orc staggered backward. The imp’s wing clipped his flailing steel. Red lightning blasted through the steel, and the half-orc was flung into the rest of my dungeon’s guests. An imp crashed into a half-orc and carved his throat open. Blood fountained over the floor, but the Siphoning Stones lapped it up with incredible speed as the imps continued to wreak havoc on the half-orcs.

      My new creatures were a force to be reckoned with. They had all the advantages of a Storm Sprite with none of the drawbacks of a suicidal Hellbat. These new imps couldn’t throw streams of lightning like Abby could, but their charged touch and extra sets of hands made them a nightmare to the schmucks who’d stepped into Zagorath.

      A half-orc hacked a wing off an imp and started to grin, but my minion latched onto his arm and shoulder like a spider before it drove its claws into him. A swipe, and the adventurer’s eyes were useless. Another orc charged after a wheeling Lightning Imp and caught himself in my Paralysis Ring. Blue energy rippled out of the floor and pinned him in place.

      Three imps raced toward the ensnared enemy. This trio was more predatory, tougher, and had better offensive potential than my other minions. Claws rent armor, and lightning cooked flesh.

      The imps had turned seven of their number into mince in the space of a minute.

      The final three half-orcs glanced at each other, their piggy eyes wide with fear as they did their best to avoid my imps. My guests were going to run, but I still needed at least one alive. I couldn’t guarantee my imps wouldn’t kill them all, so I called them back into the vents. It took a large amount of willpower to recall the minions, but in a few seconds, they all returned.

      “Where the bloody hells did they go?” An adventurer peered into the vents as he applied pressure to his bleeding arm.

      “Don’t know. Don’t care.” The biggest half-orc snorted. “I figure we scared the little blighters.”

      It was time I made an appearance. A twist of thought, and Von Dominus materialized on the top step of the entrance. I raced into his mind and took on the sensations of flesh once again. I blinked and took in a deep breath of the sulfur-scented air.

      The Tainted Elf avatar I’d chosen had a wide variety of talents. He was as agile as the wind and possessed senses far sharper than any human. I’d played hundreds of hours of VRMMOs back on Earth, so the elf had every move, every trick, every lesson I’d ever learned programmed into his reflexes. Oh, and he was as strong as Bertha; the Vampiric Expertise perk that Lilith had gifted me with had its perks. And then, there was his ability to Enthrall the weak-minded. If this was a video game instead of reality, I’d have been properly overpowered. But in the Sinarius Realm, there was always a bigger fish.

      Still, these invaders of my dungeon were like plankton compared to me.

      “...we need to get out of here,” a half-orc said, as oblivious to my presence as the rest of them. “I’m telling you, those lightning fuckers were just the start. The others didn’t have Lilith-damned bugs that could zap us.”

      “Or tear our faces off,” another guest added.

      “Where are your balls?” the biggest half-orc said. “Your fucking testicles?”

      I slid silently off the last step and tapped the one who’d spoken on the shoulder. As he turned around, I drew my dagger and drove the blade into his groin. He screamed as I pulled upward and split him from ball sack to chest in one swift movement.

      “Found them,” I said as he toppled over. “Now, who else would like a vasectomy? It’s on the house.”

      The final pair of half-orcs whirled to face me with weapons raised. I stepped casually over their comrade’s corpse as it faded into essence and traveled toward my Siphoning Stones. The pair recoiled at the sight and almost stepped onto the Bladed-Fan trigger.

      “So,” I said, “which one of you wants to answer some questions? What did you mean by ‘others’? Are there other Infernal Dungeons?”

      Sure, enthralling them would be the easiest and most efficient way of getting the information, but if they were willing to give it up for free, I’d happily take the easier option. I wasn’t sure whether enthralling another creature would weaken my hold on Ralph, and he was, presently. far more important to me than the information these half-orcs might carry inside their tiny brains.

      Predictably, the final two half-orcs weren’t willing to take the easier option.

      The first one lunged at me, and I turned aside his clumsy thrust aside. I slipped to the side before I smashed a roundhouse kick to his thigh and shattered bone like glass. He howled, but an elbow to the temple dropped him like a sack of shit and left me free to deal with the second one. The last half-orc proved the smartest as he pulled a dagger from his belt and hurled it at me. I watched the dagger flash toward me, and then snatched it out of the air before it could slice into my chest.

      “Not a bad throw,” I said as I examined his weapon. “And a rather remarkable knife.”

      The half-orc stared in astonishment, unable to form words as I stepped closer toward him. I crushed the throat of his unconscious, still-breathing compatriot under my heel, and then. made eye contact with him.

      Fear of death was almost an equal to my enthralling powers, and he dropped his weapons before he uttered a blubbering plea to spare his life.

      “Enough,” I said as I pressed the dagger to his throat. “Have you been to other Infernal Dungeons?”

      “Yes,” the half-orc slurred. “Others in the realm. Far away, days’ travel from here.”

      Lilith, you sly goddess. Oh, she was breaking all of the rules now. She’d told me that I was the only Infernal Dungeon Core in the Sinarius Realms. Now, she’d gone behind my back and planted others? I considered the thought for a moment. It could’ve been a distraction, a way to keep the pressure off Zagorath while I delved into other realms, conquered other dungeons, and absorbed their powers.

      The Infernal Goddess may have very well been watching my back, this whole time. But this changed up the dynamic pretty seriously.

      “What were they like?” I asked.

      “Small. Not as powerful as this one.”

      If Lilith had sincerely given me the position as her Viceroy, then it made sense for these other dungeons not to be. She didn’t want them competing with me, at least not yet.

      I risked rifling through the memories of the half-orc and discovered an unremarkable tribal existence with small hints of cannibalism and incest easily visible in his mind. I could send him out with news of the my dungeon and reap the rewards of adventurers delving into Zagorath. Or, I could let people find my lair in their own time, kill this half-orc in cold blood, and dissolve his bones into Physical Essence. What was the better option, in the end?

      The adventurers of the Infernal Realm could amuse themselves with Lilith’s smaller seeds if they wanted; —Zagorath would be here and waiting. Besides, I wanted to focus on the Nature Realm.

      I drove the dagger deep into the half-orc’s heart, and then let him slump to the obsidian floor.

      The Siphoning Stones absorbed his essence, drew in his blood, and reduced his bones to dust. The stones didn’t stop there; —the half-orcs’ weapons and armor dissolved as well, and a readout flashed across my vision.

      

      
        
        Von Dominus killed Half-Orc Nomads x10

        Infernal Essence +1,500

        Soul Essence +55

      

        

      
        Zagorath absorbed Equipment

        Physical Essence +2,200

      

      

      

      I didn’t acquire any new blueprints from the half-orcs. It seemed they had been outfitted with almost identical items to the Half-Orc Scalpers I’d fought all those weeks ago. But this dagger I now held was different.

      I laid it on the ground and allowed my Siphoning Stone to pick it apart.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Baselard (Orc Steel)

        Rarity: Epic

        Damage Type: Infernal

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed a Baselard (Orc Steel)

        Physical Essence +200

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Baselard

      

      

      

      After I returned to my gem, I recreated two identical daggers, but this time, I used Zagorath Alloy. Because the weapons were of Epic Rarity, I could craft two seals into each of them. I chose Embolden +3 and Swiftness +3 for one, and then Fright +1 on the other. I considered Illuminate or Might for the final slot, but I left it open. It was both a promise and a challenge to myself. I would keep this second dagger free of a second seal until I found a Nature Dungeon Core. Then, I would conquer her, and gain the ability to craft Nature Seals.

      It was a bit of a handicap, but I liked taking the hard road. Hell, it was why I played every game in hardcore, whenever the permadeath mode was possible.  

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted Items!

      

        

      
        Baselard of Bold Agility (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Epic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Embolden +3, Swiftness +3

        Embolden inspires nearby allies and makes them immune to fear for a limited time.

        Swiftness channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their speed.

        Cost: 600 Physical Essence, 5,425 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Frightening Baselard

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Fright +1

        Fright causes nearby enemies to cower in fear for a limited time.

        Cost: 600 Physical Essence, 1,330 Infernal Essence

      

      

      

      I resummoned Von Dominus and took the new daggers in my hands. Their beautiful, black metal gleamed in the soul forge’s light, and I thrust them both forward. I spent some time practicing martial forms I’d learned in the VRMMO, Enter the Dark Realms, while I admired their power. I could move even faster than before, and I imagined my enemies would see little more than a blur before I gutted them.  

      Bertha appeared from the stairs that led down toward the Pretzel. Her halberd glittered in the scarlet light as she moved forward, without hurry. Her eyes slid appreciatively over my elven form, and I winked at her as sexual tension rose through my blood once again.

      “I have new toys,” I said as I displayed the daggers.

      “They are perfect weapons of death,” she said as she admired them. “But there’s another matter you might find even more exciting than your toys.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You and Abby would like to pleasure me together?”

      Bertha attempted to hold back a smile. “No. Puck and the adventurer have returned. And they bring good tidings.”

      “Ah, yes. I suppose that is better news than a menage a trois. But only barely.”

      The half-troll chuckled as the scrape of boots behind me announced the arrival of my newest servant.

      “Ralph,” I said as I turned to him, “what’s the news from the Nature Realm?”

      He radiated mixed scents of rotting bark and morning dew, alien aromas in the Infernal Realm. As he drew closer, I couldn’t see them as anything less than the aromas of opportunity.

      “To put it simply,” Ralph said, “we’ve found ourselves a Nature Sigil, a dungeon, and a guild.”

      I took a moment to let the implications of the sentence sink in. Huh. Ralph was proving to be worth his weight in gold. Sparing his life had been one of the best decisions I’d ever made.

      “Tell me everything,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As one day became another, Ralph relayed how he and Puck had come upon the Nature Dungeon, followed the adventurers into Elderwood House, and the result of his meetings with the Sage and three members of the Deadeye Guild. He showed me a freshly painted Nature Sigil that now allowed him to harvest essence from that realm and use its equipment.

      Suffice it to say, I was impressed.

      “What’s the name of this village?” I asked after he’d provided a summary of the events.

      “Elderwood House.” Ralph paused. “Probably no more than a hundred people live there, just a small cluster of guild members and their families.”

      “Which guild member is sympathetic to our plans?” I asked.

      “Bolnir. He’s a dwarf, and he wastes no affection on the elves or his superiors in the Deadeye Guild. He’s quite eager to meet you.”

      There was one more thing I needed to know. “Did you negotiate terms with them?”

      Ralph hesitated. “Yes. We swore to Lilith that we’d not harm any of them, bring you to meet them, and then keep a group known as the Sap Lords off their backs.”

      “Sap Lords? How interesting.”

      He swallowed a lump in his throat and continued. “The lords seem to be bureaucrats who rule over the Deadeye Guild; they’re quite strict and have their favorites, apparently. Bolnir hates them. I think his plan is to use an alliance with you to gain greater position in his guild.”

      It made sense. This dwarf and his companions would make fine allies, provided our interests aligned. If they didn’t, then I would execute them and return to Zagorath with their items as prizes.

      “What did you tell them of me?” I asked.

      “That you’re the traveling Viceroy of Lilith, gifted with great power,” Puck answered, “and that you seek to upset the balance of power that the guilds hold over their members.”

      Well, my Shade sure knew how to sell things to potential allies.

      “And you’re sure no one followed you to the travel stone?” I asked.

      “We took precautions, Master,” Puck replied. “I cloaked us both in darkness, and we stole away in the dead of night. If there are those who still managed to track us to the stone, then they will be worthy additions to the army of Zagorath.”

      “You both have done well,” I said before turning to my adventurer. “Ralph, take some much-needed rest. I will have further need of you shortly.”

      Ralph retired to the First Floor, his limbs weighed down from sheer exhaustion. I released some of my raw Infernal Essence, and it drifted toward him through the tiled ground. His Infernal Sigil drank it in, and he took a deep breath. His eyes shone with a scarlet hue as I replenished his essence reserves.

      I returned my attention to Puck and performed a similar healing. “You’ve been the first to observe Ralph in action outside of Zagorath. How does he perform under pressure?”

      “As much as I may hate to admit it, Master,” Puck said, “he’s incredibly resourceful, skilled, and useful to our greater quest for power.”

      Ralph was becoming much more useful than I had first imagined, and it seemed that even Puck had acknowledged the fact.

      “What do you intend to do now, Master?” Puck asked. “Will you return with us to the Nature Realm?”

      “That’s exactly what I plan to do. Abby and Bertha will remain here. They will be more than sufficient to defend my depths. First, however, I need to protect my dungeon cores.”

      They were too vulnerable in their current location on the First Floor, but my new Throne Room at the bottom of the Chasm would discourage all but the strongest adventurers from stealing or destroying the Infernal and Storm dungeon cores.

      “Abby,” I murmured. “I’m having our cores relocated.”

      Her consciousness hummed in gratitude. “That would be nice. I don’t like being bait for adventurers.”

      My champions moved swiftly under my direction until they were all on the First Floor. Puck caught hold of my core while Bertha took Abby’s. The Shade soared straight down toward the new Throne Room, unhampered by things such as gravity and stairs. The thick doors of the Throne Room swung open at his arrival.

      The mighty chamber lacked grandeur, but it would serve to house Zagorath’s most precious treasures. A new gauntlet of traps and minions in the Chasm would deter all but the most determined divers. Puck placed my core on the plinth, and I immediately framed the steel of the plinth around the edges of my gem. Anyone who wanted my core would have to dig it out with a chisel.

      Bertha’s firm stride and the glow of blue light heralded the arrival of Abby’s core. After Bertha placed the storm core beside my dungeon heart, I was ready to prepare for my little excursion. Time was running short, and I couldn’t afford to keep this new guild waiting.

      “Abby, I need something from you,” I said. “Summon your avatar.”

      At my direction, Abby spawned her avatar, the azure elemental lighting up the darkness of the Throne Room. Her cloak billowed out behind her, a beautiful blue fabric that glistened as though it were wet.

      The Storm avatar felt the touch of my mind and rolled her eyes. “You want my cloak, don’t you?” she asked.

      “It would be a perfect addition to my ensemble,” I replied. “Don’t worry; I’ll make you a new cloak as soon as I’ve finished breaking it down.”

      Abby unclasped her azure cloak and let it slip to the floor. “Tell me; how did you find the Nature Realm?” she asked Puck, probably to distract herself from her cloak as I absorbed it into my mental blueprint bank.

      “It should be burned to the ground and its ashes cast to the sky to ensure never-ending darkness and blight upon the creatures living there,” Puck answered instantly. “Whichever thrice-damned goddess was allowed to run wild through that realm. . .”

      “Eveline,” Abby inserted.

      “. . . should be imprisoned, like our own blessed Lilith was, if legends speak the truth,” Puck finished.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Traveler’s Cloak (Tempest Silk)

        Rarity: Common

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed a Traveler’s Cloak (Tempest Silk)

        Physical Essence +128

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Crafting Material

        Tempest Silk

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Traveler’s Cloak

      

      

      

      After absorbing Abby’s cloak, I constructed an identical cloak. I created a second coat made of glistening Black Leather. I saw Ralph enter the Throne Room and admire the item.

      “You like it?” I asked.

      “Very much, Master,” he said. “It is a fine cloak, suitable for one of your stature.”

      “Would you like one?”

      Ralph’s eyes widened, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he nodded, a little unsurely.

      “Then, you shall have one equally as grand as mine!”

      I formed another cloak, and Ralph watched with bated breath as the item took shape from Physical Essence.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted Items!

      

        

      
        Traveler’s Cloak (Tempest Silk)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 128 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Traveler’s Cloak (Black Leather) (x2)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 68 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      Ralph took the newly formed cloak in his hands. He drew the cord around his neck and whirled around, the fabric whipping around his legs.

      “What do you think, Puck?” the adventurer asked.

      “The Master is very kind,” Puck answered, a hint of snark in his tone.

      “Positively dashing,” Abby said as she took the cloak I’d made her from Tempest Silk. She drew the new blue mantle and hood around her shoulders. It still couldn’t quite hide the wonderful curves of her shoulders and thighs, mind, but I smiled when I realized that probably wasn’t her intention.

      Von Dominus needed new clothing. Somewhere, along the way, I’d lost the initial tunic that my avatar had started his journey with. I needed something striking, functional, and tactical.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted Items!

      

        

      
        Tunic (Tempest Silk)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 42 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Breastplate (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 2,625 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Gauntlets (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 205 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Leggings (Tempest Silk)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 750 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Adventurer’s Belt (Black Leather)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 9 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Scabbard (Black Leather) x2

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 12 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Boots (Black Leather)

        Rarity: Common

        Cost: 21 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Agility Ring (Burnished Bronze)

        Rarity: Magic

        Seals: Swiftness +3

        Swiftness channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their speed.

        Cost: 1,000 Physical Essence, 2,625 Infernal Essence

      

        

      
        Might Ring (Burnished Bronze)

        Rarity: Magic

        Seals: Might +3

        Might channels the essence inside a wielder and increases their strength.

        Cost: 1,000 Physical Essence, 3,200 Infernal Essence

      

      

      

      I wasn’t sure whether the Swiftness seals would stack, but I could test the theory easily.

      When I’d finished crafting the items, I was drawn to Puck’s voice. “...I tell you, oh, mighty troll, that there are enemies in the Nature Realm that would test even your hilariously savage strength. Pesky, sharp-eyed elves with quick hands and even quicker blades. Trees that are ever-watchful, with leaves the size of a dragon’s wing!”

      “I’m sure I’ll have my opportunity to fight soon enough,” Bertha replied evenly. “You may have gotten a taste for travel, Shade, but my home is here, and my task is to defend Zagorath. You would do well to remember that it is also yours.”

      “We haven’t had a real test in quite a while,” Abby commented. “After the Sand Pirates, I don’t think that there’s anyone who is even close to a threat.”

      Von Dominus melted out of the floor behind them. I inhabited his mind and let my senses figure themselves out. The transition was easier and easier the more I used it.

      “Ralph, Puck, Bertha,” I said, and they all turned to face me, “I wish to speak to Abby alone. I’ll meet you all on the First Floor in a moment.”

      It pleased me that none of them questioned my orders. Once the sound of their footsteps started to echo through the Chasm, I crouched and started to slip my old boots off. My mind flickered to my enthusiastic romp with Bertha on the craggy outcrop. The avatar’s old clothes had taken a hell of a beating over my time in the Sinarius Realms.

      Abby’s avatar sauntered over to me and watched me change into my new outfit. My trousers came next, and Abby purred in approval.

      “If this is your idea of a proposition,” Abby murmured, “it’s certainly a lot more forward than your usual way of doing things.”

      Her eyes glided over my naked form and took in everything. Her gaze lingered on the muscle of my elf’s abdomen, and well, a little lower. I pretended I didn’t see her admiring me, found my new rings, and put one on the index fingers of each hand. I could feel the Swiftness +3 seal empower my body with speed, and I dashed to Abby’s side.

      I took her head in my hands and kissed her. Her eyes widened in surprise at my sudden arrival, and her hands reached to my crotch. Her fingers grasped at me and started to tug, and I slipped my hand into her bodice and cupped her breasts. An electric sensation sparked my skin as my fingers pinched her nipples. As her hand continued to massage my cock, my other hand crept into her panties. I brushed against the soft fuzz and found her already wet. She gyrated against my palm as I tickled her warm nub.

      Soon, we were both gasping as our breathing became synchronized. She moaned and shuddered as her head fell into my shoulder. But she continued rubbing me as she pushed me onto the cool tiles.

      Now on my back, I closed my eyes as she pleasured me with her mouth. Her tongue delivered warm jolts as it lapped against me, but the experience was electrifying rather than painful. In a matter of minutes, I came, and she laughed as I lay there, naked and still erect.

      “You seem like you want more?” Abby wiped her mouth with a hand.

      “If only I could spend the rest of the day with you, Abigail,” I said as I stood and pulled on my new pants. “But I only have six hours. Less now that I’ve spent this time with you.”

      “You regret it?”

      “Of course not. It seems you are always there to give me a boost of energy. Especially when I’m about to begin a serious campaign.”

      “Like our first time. On the mountain’s peak.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      I’d find the time to give Abby a complete experience after I returned from the expedition, and hopefully, I would come back here with spoils aplenty. I attached the new scabbards to my belt, wrapped it around my waist, and sheathed my enchanted daggers. I tapped the Frightening Baselard and remembered the promise I’d made myself to conquer a Nature Dungeon and craft a seal into the weapon’s missing slot.

      I pulled on my new boots and looked at Abby. “While I’m not here, you’re the only one who really understands how a dungeon functions. I’ll be absent, after a fashion, from my core.”

      “Dom, you’re only going to be gone for a couple of hours,” she reminded me. “Don’t overthink it too much.”

      “It’s called being prepared.” I pulled my new cloak around my shoulders and met the gaze of my Storm Champion. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. So far, the plan is going swimmingly. But there’s a chance some of the guild members may try to follow us through the travel stone. And I need you and Bertha to be ready to take them to pieces if they do.”

      “I don’t do well with guilds,” Abby said.

      “I know,” I said. “But you’re not alone anymore. You have Bertha by your side, and if I see anything that might indicate that someone dangerous is invading Zagorath, I’ll be by your side as swiftly as our speed allows.” Which was rather quick now that I had a dagger enchanted with the Swiftness +3 seal.

      “You saved me, Dom,” she said. “From that blasted Alaxon. And you’ve promised I’ll have my revenge against Karlyle.”

      “And you shall,” I said as I stepped forward. My fingers brushed her cheek gently.

      Abby kissed me, not with hunger but gentleness. “I know.” A hint of mischief sparkled in her eyes. “Knowing you, there’s going to be yet another woman on your arm when you walk back in here in six hours.”

      That made me laugh. I kissed her cheek and caught the side of her mouth. “I’m glad you’re learning to share.”

      She shoved me in the chest, although it was clear she wasn’t offended. “Go and conquer the realms, Dom.”

      “I’ll make sure to save you a piece of it.” I marched out of the Throne Room and climbed the gangways to the First Floor.

      “...they’re elves, Puck, they’re not going to be that different!” Ralph yelled as he stood beside the travel stone.

      “Wood Elves, of the Nature Realm, you thick-headed fornicator of horses,” Puck retorted. “Not the Tainted form that the Master chooses to inhabit. They’ll know the difference instantly, and they’ll want him dead.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be delighted to see me,” I said as I approached the obelisk. It shone as scarlet and golden veins swam through its almost-liquid surface. “Are we ready?” I asked my champions.

      “Yes, Master,” they both replied at once.

      “Lilith watch over you,” Bertha said before she kissed me.

      “Lilith has no power,” Puck said. “It’s Eveline’s realm.”

      “And soon it shall be mine.” I beamed at my champion. “But, first, we must meet with a guild. And, perhaps, conquer a dungeon. So much to do in only six hours.”

      “You could come back to Zagorath and return tomorrow,” the half-troll said.

      “I like to challenge myself.” I tapped the Frightening Baselard again. “It’s time we left. The minutes are ticking away.”  

      I took a deep breath before touching the Gorengar Travel Stone, and a strange tugging sensation reverberated through my body. Then, my every cell dissolved into essence and swirled into the obelisk. A few blinding seconds of what felt like a whirling tunnel of stars raced past my vision. I barely had time to enjoy the insanity of the sensation before I blinked, and it was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The skitter of small mammals in the trees, the song of birds, and the chitter of insects filled the green expanse. Only a sliver of moonlight bled through the canopy, but the darkness posed no challenge to my elf’s sight.

      I heard a sizzling sound and turned to see Ralph’s essence slide out of the travel stone. His brawny form materialized, and he grimaced as he glanced back at the stone.

      “I hate that thing,” he muttered.

      “You’ll have to get used to it,” I said. “This is but our first adventure into other realms.”

      Puck’s essence rippled into the Nature Realm, and he spun into the air with a flash of black wings. The champion blended into the darkness, becoming one with the shadows.

      I pulled my hood over my head and hid my face from the forest and its creatures. “Where do we find the Deadeye Guild?”

      “Elderwood House is not far from here,” Ralph answered with a gesture.

      I let the frivolity with the half-orc invaders, Bertha, and my little inspirational speech to Abby fade to the back of my mind. I checked my timer and saw 5 hours 45 minutes still remaining for Von Dominus.

      I needed to move fast. A guild introduction, a dungeon dive, and a new dungeon core awaited me in the Realm of Eveline.

      Puck scouted ahead as we started off at a rapid pace. Ralph took the position as our rearguard and kept a hand resting on his sword. I marveled at the beauty of this land. Puck hadn’t exaggerated. The Nature Realm pulsated with vibrant life.

      It was nothing like the Realm of Lilith, so I needed to be sharp. What kind of traps and minions awaited in this dungeon? More importantly, which ones would I be able to summon inside Zagorath after I conquered its dungeon core?

      “We have company,” Puck warned as he blended into the shadows of a great elm tree.

      “How many?” I concealed myself behind the same tree, and Ralph shared the hulking trunk as a hiding place.

      “Six,” the Shade replied. “Three elves, a dwarf, two humans.”

      “Did you tell them to meet us here?” I asked.

      Puck shook his head. “They’re on patrol. They haven’t seen us yet.”

      “Are they the same ones you met in the guild?”

      “Yes, Master,” Puck answered. “Bolnir, Elohin, and Quinn are among them.”

      “Should we approach them openly?” Ralph asked.

      “Follow my lead,” I replied.

      We ghosted closer until I caught sight of the patrolling party. Their equipment was all gold mail and green cloaks clasped with with a guild badge. Two elves carried elegant recurve bows, and a third elf wielded a long glaive in an almost Japanese style. The two humans gripped straight swords that were forged better than anything I’d seen back in Zagorath. The dwarf—Bolnir—carried an enormous double-edged battleaxe. They were impressively armed, probably filled with essence, and carrying enchantments and weapons with tantalizing powers. The very thought of acquiring them stirred my lust for more power. I curbed it before it could flare up too much.

      I was Lilith’s Viceroy. Not just a dungeon that hungered for the entirety of the Sinarius Realms. It was showtime.

      “I think a little theatricality is required,” I whispered. “Puck? Why don’t you greet them?”

      Infernal Essence curled around his whole form, and he thrust his hands outward to create an enormous cloud of foul smoke. I walked straight into it and gestured for Ralph to follow me. The scent of the shadow-magic was just like that of home. It was all brimstone, dull metal, and fresh blood.

      The guild members recoiled and gagged at the sudden explosion of magic. The party brought their weapons to bear as they coughed and spluttered.

      “Puck,” I said. “Scout the path to the dungeon you entered. I want to know there aren’t any surprises waiting for us.”

      “But I want to greet the guild members,” he protested.

      “Do it,” I ordered, and he vanished through the trees.

      His smokescreen was still thick around the adventurers as they yelled at each other to take up arms.

      “Easy now. We don’t want to spoil the surprise,” I whispered to Ralph as he followed me through the Shade’s smokescreen. I’d been on the receiving end of this kind of magic before. The potency of it seemed to fade with enough exposure. That or Puck had simply taken the edge off his powers.

      I gripped my Frightening Baselard and let it slip free of its scabbard. The Fright seal’s power flooded through my veins as I spoke.  

      “Deadeye Guild of Elderwood House!” I projected my authoritative tone easily through the trees. “I am Von Dominus, Viceroy of the Infernal Goddess, Lilith, and Lord of Zagorath, the Greatest Infernal Dungeon known to the Sinarius Realms.”

      Maybe I was laying it on a little thick. The Fright seal didn’t make the adventurers turn and run—I’d assumed a +1 spell wouldn’t—but they were obviously shaking in their boots. Which, if I got my way, would become blueprints and crafting material for Zagorath.

      “He came!” a human said through a coughing fit. “He really came!”

      “Eveline’s Braids,” Bolnir coughed. “All this bloody smoke? It’s enough to make me puke.”

      I smiled beneath my hood. “Lilith sends her regards, Bolnir the Dwarf.”

      The elf carrying the glaive wiped his streaming eyes on his gauntlet. He gritted his teeth and stepped closer. He was tall—taller than me—and moved with an agility that rivaled my own avatar. I let my eyes slide off him as if he wasn’t even there.

      “Show your face,” the glaive-wielding elf hissed. “How are we to believe you are truly the Viceroy of Lilith?”

      I ignored him and the point of the pale blade that moved closer with every step he took. His hand trembled around the glaive, and I admired his courage despite how the Fright seal affected him.

      “Would you like a demonstration of my power, Elohin?” I asked, guessing his name from what Ralph and Puck had told me.

      Before the elf could respond, I removed my second dagger and swept around him so that I had both blades pressed against his back. Elohin’s cool demeanor faltered as he realized I’d just vanished before his eyes, only to reappear behind him.

      “Stop!” he called out to the others. “Do not attack!”

      “Do you believe me now?” I whispered into his ear. “Or would you like to stare into my eyes? I promise you will not like what you find within my blackened pits.”

      “He is Tainted!” another elf gasped. “An elf poisoned by Lilith’s dark energies.”

      I hadn’t realized that my hood had fallen from my head, and I turned to glare at the Deadeye Guild members. I could feel my Enthralling ability rise up, and my vision hazed over with red. All I had to do was lock eyes with one of these fools, and they would become my thrall.

      “I’ve seen enough,” Bolnir said as he rested his axe on the ground and leaned on it. “Please, Von Dominus, don’t kill Elohin today. As much as I’d like to see you cut him down a size, we need him.”

      “Who am I?” I asked Elohin as I pressed my daggers into the back of his golden breastplate.

      “Von Dominus,” he answered through gritted teeth. “Viceroy of Lilith. Lord of Zagorath.”

      “Well done,” I said as I sheathed my daggers. “Three for three. You’re much cleverer than you look.” I waited for Elohin to join his comrades before I addressed them all. “You’re all aware of why I’m here?”

      There were nods of assent from every party member, although Elohin was the last to make the gesture. If any one of them was unaware of my reason for being here, I would have ended their lives in an instant. I needed total, unwavering support.

      “My servants tell me that your guild treats you with contempt, and that you have mage masters who are an even greater thorn. Your rightful spoils are withheld from you; join me, and I will ensure you are rewarded.”

      Bolnir combed the length of his impressively thick beard. “They’ve not dealt with us fairly, no. But tell me this, Viceroy of Lilith.” A cunning look touched his eyes as he gazed at me. “What you got to offer us that won’t end in ruin? Why should we take another master when we already have too many fuckers trying to tell us what to do? ” The dwarf grinned at me when he finished speaking, and it was clear he meant no offense in speaking so brashly.

      “A man after my own heart,” I said. “I never broker a deal unless I know it’s in the best interests of both parties. And I can assure you, this is not the kind of agreement you’ll want to decline.”

      “Is that a threat?” Elohin asked.

      “Oh, will you shut the fuck up?” Bolnir said. “The adults are speaking. Besides, I’m certain Von Dominus here has already made it clear you can’t beat him. Maybe I should have let him skewer you?”

      Elohin seethed at the dwarf. “This is foolish,” he spat. “The Sap Lords will discover our treachery, and we’ll be hung from the city ramparts. We might be guild members, but we are still their servants. This is mere theatrics. A little agility is easy to acquire. He has no real power. The warrior behind him slew the Sage, but he was old and decrepit.”

      It was obvious no other guild member shared Elohin’s doubts. I wanted to kill him for his insolence, and my time as a dungeon core had taught me to recognize powerful equipment. His glaive and his armor were the strongest items among this party. Ralph had a Nature Sigil, so he could utilize their enchantments.

      There was only one option.

      My hand grasped the hilt of the Baselard of Bold Agility, the entire movement hidden in the folds of my cloak. I pulled my blade a quarter of an inch free of the sheath and bared the first hint of steel. The magic of the seals charged through my body and gifted me with the power of the Infernal Realm for a second time.

      “I say we tell these fools to return to their land. And if they do not go peacefully, then we will make them. Gather with me, brothers, and we will send them with their tails between their—”

      I dashed toward Elohin and kicked him in the chest. He shot backward like a bullet and smashed into a tree. He groaned as he came to stand and looked at his glaive. The weapon laid directly in the middle of us, but rather than dive for the weapon, his hand snatched the bow from his shoulder and started to release a volley of arrows. The projectiles glowed as they arced toward me, but the Swiftness +3 seals in both my ring and my dagger allowed me to cut them down in a flurry of lightning-fast motions.

      It seemed the buffs from the two Swiftness +3 seals did stack. That was good to know. I doubted I would have been able to slice apart every single arrow without both buffs working at the same time.

      “Your  equipment will be useful,” I said to the elf after he’d finished emptying his quiver of arrows. “You, however, will not be.”

      I sprang forward, circled around Elohin, and slashed both his hamstrings with my daggers. He cried out as he dropped to his knees, and I silenced him as I drove both blades into his skull. I tore the weapons free as he fell face-first to the forest floor.

      “Now, I will take my first payment,” I said to the wide-eyed and gaping-mouthed guild members. “I want Elohin’s breastplate and his glaive. You may take what remains.”

      “Can’t say I’m sorry to see him go.” Bolnir approached the elf’s dead body and removed a knife from the corpse’s belt. “But I have to ask; do you plan on killing anyone who disagrees with you?”

      “Only those who stink of future betrayal. Elohin was a traitor. I suspect he would have brokered his own deal with these Sap Lords. Hell, he might have already made one. For all we know, these lords could know about my presence here.”

      “He didn’t say anything to them,” a human said.

      “Are you Quinn?” I asked.

      The young man nodded. He was much slimmer than Ralph, but his green eyes were sharp. A woodsman most likely, perhaps an archer.

      “How can you be sure Elohin didn’t inform the Sap Lords that I would be here?” I asked the lad.

      “I made sure to keep my eye on him ever since your two friends paid us a visit.”

      “And why would you do that?”

      Quinn chewed his cheek for a moment before answering. “Because I suspected he would betray us.”

      “Exactly. Better I killed him before he got the chance, right?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Master?” Ralph asked. “Thank you.”

      I turned to see my adventurer had already fitted himself into the elf’s breastplate. It was a little tight, and the straps were loosened so much that his ribs were almost completely unprotected. Still, it wasn’t the armor’s plates that gave Ralph reason to wear it but the seal burning on its chest.

      “What does it do?” I asked him.

      “It is enchanted with the Manipulate Earth seal,” Quinn said. “Elohin used it to allow us to move through difficult terrain.”

      “And in battle?” I questioned.

      “He would cause the ground to ripple and shake,” the lad replied.

      It sounded a lot like spells I’d used in other games. I didn’t think Ralph could ever become much of a spellcaster, but if he could use it in battle to cause an enemy to falter or stumble, then it would prove very useful indeed.

      “A worthy addition for my prize adventurer,” I said as I clapped Ralph on the back. “And what of the glaive?”

      “It carries the Gust seal,” Quinn explained. “Elohin would produce a wind to dismay airborne monsters.”

      “This just keeps getting better,” I said. “Ralph, what do you think of your new acquisitions?”

      “They are more powerful than I could have dreamed,” he said. “But what will I do with my swords and my old armor?”

      “I have provided you with scabbards for your swords, and your armor carries no value. Discard it.”

      “I wouldn’t mind it myself,” Bolnir said before Ralph could toss the Wanderer’s Armor to the ground. He took the item and glared at the other guild members. “It’ll fit me fine. I’m big-boned.”

      As the dwarf tightened the straps on his new chest armor, Puck appeared in the middle of the guild members. They all jumped back upon seeing him, and he expanded himself so that he towered above them.

      “I am Puck, Shade of Zagorath, and Right-Hand Champion of Von Dominus!” he yelled.

      “You’re about five minutes too late,” I said.

      “I am?” he asked as he reduced himself to the size of a man. The guild members seemed both frightened and confused, and I had to stifle a chuckle.

      “You are. Is the path to the dungeon clear?”

      “It is, Master. Will we be taking these foul-smelling cretins with us?”

      “We will. Let’s leave now. I have a deadline to meet.”

      “One other thing,” Bolnir said. “You gotta swear by your goddess that you’ll hold to your terms, and not break them.”

      I smiled thinly. “And what oaths will you swear, dwarf?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Quinn stepped up beside Bolnir. I met his gaze and found I liked the courage I saw in his eyes. “We’ve sworn our allegiance to the Sap Lords,” he said. “We cannot make new oaths that bind us to you.”

      “Sounds to me like you want us to do the filthy work,” Puck said.

      Bolnir and the others flinched at his sudden interjection.

      “If your loyalty is sworn to these Sap Lords, then you can’t move against them,” Puck continued. “But we can.”

      “You want us to remove them, leaving you open to take power throughout the realm,” Ralph muttered in a dark tone.

      I held up a hand and silenced my followers. “Bolnir.”

      “Aye?”

      “You’ve treated us fairly. If suspiciously. Our agreement— are you willing to hold it as sacred as if you swore it to Eveline herself?”

      “I am,” the dwarf replied without hesitation.

      “You may fear the Sap Lords,” I said, “but they’re mortal. They have weaknesses. And those who serve Lilith… well, we have a particular way of taking advantage of weakness.”

      I held out my hand to Bolnir. The dwarf clasped it with a firm grip. I nodded to him, and he nodded in return. His face was resolute, if tight with concern. I offered my hand to the youth beside Bolnir. The young buck clasped it and inclined his head with respect.

      “Quinn Harrowbark,” the young guild member said.

      “Von Dominus,” I returned.

      The second human, a taller man who looked like he could’ve been Quinn’s brother, took my hand in turn. He introduced himself as Vaughn Harrowbark. Ralph came forward and kept his eyes on the elf as he introduced himself as Lucius.

      “Where do your loyalties lie, Lucius?” I asked.

      “Unlike Elohin, I am no fool. But I must return to Elderwood House. Elohin was meant to report back to the officials. They will worry when he does not. I can explain that he was killed while diving a dungeon.”

      “And you’re sure you can spin this tail without them suspecting anything?”

      “If I do not at least try, then they will send out a search party. Someone must go there.”

      “Why you?” I asked, sensing that there was more to this elf’s intentions than he was saying.

      “He has to go back,” Bolnir said. “If Quinn, Vaughn, or myself return, then we’ll be questioned. They’ll think we killed him. It’s no secret we weren’t the best of friends.”

      “Then, you may go,” I said. “But don’t be there long. Report to the officials and stay silent. You whisper a single word of my presence, and you’ll wish you shared Elohin’s fate.”

      “Understood, Von Dominus,” Lucius said.

      “So, will you be our master when all this is done?” Bolnir asked as the elf vanished down the forest trail.

      “Unlike the Sap Lords, I am a fair master,” I said, avoiding his question. “My intention is to use Elderwood House as a base of operations for dungeon raiding in this realm. You and your guild will join us, whenever we need an extra sword, axe, or bow. If or when the Sap Lords decide to punish you, you’ll have my protection.”

      “They don’t sound like unreasonable terms,” Bolnir said, and muttered agreement rumbled from Vaughn and Quinn.

      “There is another term,” I said. “You’ll bring any items you find in dungeons to a predetermined place.”

      If the adventurers could deliver unique items to my dungeon through the Gorengar Travel Stone, then I would have more seals, blueprints, and Nature Essence than I could ever need.

      “And what place is that?” Bolnir asked.

      “I will tell you once you’ve proven yourself.” I didn’t want to provide them with the location of the travel stone until I was certain I could trust them. “As your first test, we’ll dive a dungeon together. I’d like to see what you all can do.”

      Bolnir pointed to our right with the heavy blade of his weapon. “This way.”

      “I already know the way, halfling,” Puck said as he transformed into a cloud of shadows and raced through the trees.

      “Halfling?” Bolnir spat. “I have a fucking beard! And no bloody hair on my feet.”

      “He wasn’t so tall all that long ago,” I said as we marched.

      “That so?” the dwarf said as he pulled a bottle from his pouch and swigged on it.

      “He was once an imp,” I said. “Was that a potion?”

      “Nah.” Bolnir held the bottle out for me to take. “Ale. You want a taste?”

      “Not going to poison me, are you?” I asked with a smile.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. I figure I owe you at least a few swigs after you offed Elohin.”

      I gulped down a few mouthfuls of the ale and enjoyed the taste. Fuck, it had been too long since I’d had a beer, and this one tasted half decent.

      “You can have the rest,” Bolnir said after I tried handing the bottle back to him.

      I continued sipping on the pleasant tasting ale as we trekked through the thick undergrowth.

      Quinn, Ralph, and Vaughn marched together while Ralph tested his new seals a few times, blowing a slight gust of wind that rustled leaves and reducing a small mound of dirt with Manipulate Earth. He certainly wasn’t a master of the magical abilities, but he’d grow accustomed to them in time.

      Puck stayed ahead of the pack, barely visible as a cloud of shadows. He seemed a little annoyed that he’d missed the great announcement to the guild members, but I figured he’d get over it soon enough.

      “We should be wary of being followed,” I said.

      “You can sense someone?” the dwarf asked.

      “No, but I don’t think Lucius will hold his tongue when he returns to Elderwood House.”

      “Then, why did you let him leave?”

      “Because I wanted to see what your guild has to offer. The Sap Lords do not live within the guild house, do they?”

      “No, they’re a six hours’ march north of here.”

      “And I will be long gone before they arrive. Hopefully, with another dungeon under my sway. What can you tell me of this dungeon?”

      Bolnir filled me in on the dungeon’s details and what to expect. He said the dungeon had four floors in total and that we should be able to move through the first two in little more than 30 minutes. He hadn’t ever ventured deeper than the third, but that was unlikely to take more than another 30 minutes. The final floor, however, was a mystery to the dwarf, so he couldn’t give me an accurate estimation of the time it would take to complete.

      “Here it is!” the Shade cried out.

      We approached an enormous fallen tree that was almost as wide as a house was tall.  An archway of intertwining branches edged with glowing flowers was set into the tree’s corpse. This dungeon opening seemed innocent enough, but I knew that whoever controlled the inside of it would be anything but.

      I checked my timer and saw that I had over four hours remaining. Plenty of time to clear the first three floors and deal with the fourth. Then, I would either kill the dungeon core and take her power, or  offer her a more enticing deal. Lilith had promised me that the avatars of dungeons would be beautiful females, but I wondered whether she had been truthful. I definitely didn’t want to be faced with the moral dilemma of having to kill a creature I couldn’t see myself sleeping with. Hell, I might have been a jerk in the past, but I didn’t think I could make that kind of choice.

      I paused when Bolnir held out his axe to stop me going in. “You might have experience with dungeons, Von Dominus, but this is Nature. Not Infernal. It’s far more insidious than you’d think.”

      I smiled humorlessly at him. “Would you like to lead?”

      “I know this dungeon,” he said, “Best if I take us through what we’re familiar with. You can help us push deeper once you have a feel for it.”

      An adventurer cautioning a dungeon on the dangers of a dungeon. Ironic, when you thought about it.

      “As you wish,” I said.

      Bolnir plunged into the archway without so much as a pause in his step. I admired the resolve of the adventurers as Quinn and Vaughn stepped down after Bolnir. I gave them a moment before I took the first step into my first dungeon. The moment wasn’t lost on me. My grin widened as I pulled my daggers free of their sheaths and gestured for Puck to scout ahead.

      Ralph paused halfway down the stairs into the Nature dungeon and spoke. “I don’t like this,” he muttered to me.

      “Bolnir and the others, you mean?”

      He nodded. “I can’t harm them—and neither can Puck. Not without breaking our oath. And this is the perfect place for an ambush. How hard would it be to put arrows in us while we’re busy cutting down the monsters of the dungeon?”

      “I’ll bring up the rear,” I answered. “You and Puck help the others.”

      “I won’t let you down,” he said as he gripped his new glaive.  

      I met his eye seriously. “I know.”

      Ralph slid down the wooden steps to the First Floor of the dungeon. I checked our rear and saw no sign of a following party of adventurers. Not yet, at least. With two seals of Swiftness +3, a Might +3, Fright +1, and Embolden +3 flowing through my veins, I was ready.

      Twisting roots threaded themselves through the earthy wall of the initial entrance and first room like veins. A wide, grassy floor was lit up by lantern-like flowers.

      Bolnir and the Harrowbark brothers battled wolves in a flurry of snarls and ringing steel. The minions had gray fur with streaks of green and bared, dripping red maws of white teeth as they lunged at the invaders.

      Puck clung to the ceiling, upside down, and hurled shadow-spheres to blind the wolves. Ralph used Manipulate Earth to cause the ground to ripple beneath the minions’ feet, then carved them apart with his glaive.

      Bolnir’s axe flashed and cleaved deep into a wolf’s skull. He drained the fresh green essence from the expired wolf. Another beast pounced toward the dwarf’s exposed flank, but Quinn and Vaughn were there in an instant. Their swords flashed, and the wolf’s head toppled to the ground.

      Ralph now had the glaive in one hand, and the Greatsword of Inner Strength in the other. The Might +3 seal I’d carved into the sword allowed him to wield both giant weapons, and he proceeded to dice a wolf into a dozen bloody bits. Green essence poured from the corpse and flowed into Ralph’s adventurer sigil on his back.

      My new crew handled themselves like professionals. For the moment, they didn’t need my help. I scanned the walls and the floor with a keen Elvish eye. I’d have placed traps near the entrances, exits, and center of the first room, but I couldn’t see anything that looked irregular.

      “Where are the traps?” I shouted, over the din of snarls and steel.

      “None on this floor!” Bolnir roared back as he claimed a wolf’s hindquarter.

      Ralph kicked a minion in the bared teeth and sent it end over end toward Vaughn, who rammed his sword deep between the creature’s ribs. The minion yelped before dissolving into leaf-scented Nature Essence.

      I stood to the left of the entrance and kept my eyes open. For two reasons. Lucius might return from Elderwood Clearing at any moment, perhaps with more guild members who wanted me dead. That, and I needed to keep Von Dominus safe from any new traps. Better that the expendable members of my party triggered them. Dungeons evolved, after all. They weren’t static, or set in stone.

      The last minion lunged at me, and I figured it saw me as a lesser threat. I half-turned toward it and kicked in one of its legs. The beast yelped and twisted, but it wasn’t fast enough. I caught hold of the scruff of its neck and rammed my dagger deep into its throat. Blood fountained from torn arteries as I let the animal collapse feebly to the ground. Nature Essence leaked from its corpse and floated in a cloud above it. So much essence here that I couldn’t absorb.

      I heard a soft creak, like a number of bows being drawn back.

      “Move!” I roared.

      My new raiding party obeyed instantly, without thinking. They dove to the sides, away from the stairs that led up to the dungeon’s entrance. Arrows hissed down into the dungeon and buried themselves in the grassy floor.

      “Ralph!” I yelled. “Manipulate Earth!”

      My adventurer thrust his glaive forward and furrowed his brow in concentration. The ground rippled in front of us, and I thought for a moment that he wouldn’t be able to make it work. Then, the ground suddenly erupted in a shower of soil and tree roots, and a mound formed. My party and I took cover behind it as arrows continued to pound into the other side of the mound.  

      I heard someone say something softly in a language that was lost to me. I recognized the voice, though. Lucius. It looked like he’d decided to follow us, after all. Well, you couldn’t make friends with everyone.

      “Lucius, you two-faced piece of steaming, rotting, bark-baked shit!” Bolnir roared from behind the mound. His voice filled the whole dungeon room. “They’re trying to help us!”

      “Go on ahead,” I said. “None of you can fight them. You’re all under oaths not to harm them.” A bloodthirsty grin split my features. “I’m not.”

      Quinn stared at me as if I was insane. Bolnir glanced down and saw the arrows peppered in the floor. There were at least a few dozen of them. Far too many for a single elf. It seemed Lucius had brought friends with him.

      “There’s too many. They’ll kill you,” Quinn said. “You might be powerful, but you only have two hands. You can’t just catch all of their arrows.”

      I winked at him. “I’m not going to give them room to shoot.”

      Vaughn joined his brother and stared at me in utter astonishment.

      “Trust me; more of them means that I won’t be bored,” I laughed. “Ralph and Puck will help you. Head down to the next floor and claim your essence. I’ll catch up.”

      Bolnir shook his head. “You’re crazier than a bucket of cats fucking.”

      The metaphor just made me laugh harder. “Get out of here. I’ll give you something to help.” I squeezed my grip around the Baselard of Bold Agility and tapped into the Embolden +3 seal. The power flowed along my arm and out of my body, and a slight red haze coated the forms of my party members.

      “I feel like I could fuck a dozen wenches!” Bolnir said with a maniacal grin.

      “I doubt you’ll find even a single one in here,” Puck said.

      “Go!” I said as the arrows stopped pounding into the mound. The elves were coming. I wanted them all to myself.

      My emboldened crew angled right, deeper into the dungeon. I had to admit, these new allies of ours were growing on me. I kept my breath quiet and waited while I offered Lilith a silent invocation.

      Impale, eviscerate, decapitate. The words flowed through my mind like a mantra as footsteps came from the entrance.

      It was time to show these heathens which goddess they should have backed first.
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      The elves spoke softly to each other in their native language as they moved down the stairs. They kept their footfalls soft, but a soft creak of tension told me that they had arrows on the string. These turncoats were ready to shoot at anything that moved, so I waited right behind the mound Ralph had created until the first enemy crossed the dungeon’s threshold.

      A gleaming broadhead and a recurve bow appeared as the first elf stepped onto the grassy floor. I lunged out from behind the mound, caught hold of his cloak, and wrenched him sideways. Arrows hissed from strings, and I used my newfound meat-shield to catch them. The elf spasmed and screamed as four arrows appeared in his throat and shoulders.

      I did a rapid, fraction-of-a-second head count. Nine elves. Not including the spasming elf in my grip. I kicked the corpse upward into the cramped hallway, and the elves scrambled backward, but even their natural agility wouldn’t be enough to save them.

      With enchanted speed, I surged up the stairs while I channeled the Fright +1 seal. It wasn’t enough to send the elves fleeing out of the dungeon, but it made them less sure of their imagined victory, and a slight hesitation was all I needed.

      My dagger flashed and cut an elf’s bowstring. The recurve bow buckled in his hands as the tension vanished from it. I caught hold of his mail from the front, but the off-balance elf surprised me with a barehanded blow to the face. I swore and swung back, but I didn’t let go of his armor. I yanked him downward. Bertha’s own strength mixed with the Infernal magic of my daggers and demolished any kind of resistance he could have had. His head hit the floor, and a powerful stomp crushed his skull beneath my boot.

      I leaped over his carcass as the next elf wisely abandoned his bow and pulled a well-crafted dagger from his belt. The blade whipped near my face, but I easily slipped aside and drove my own dagger up into his groin. The elf’s shriek filled the narrow space as an arrow slammed into the wall, two inches away from my head.

      I drove my dagger upward and carved through the elf’s body to ensure he would never recover. As the next elf came for me, I tore my dagger free. He dived in an attempt to tackle me down the stairs, but I jammed my back against the wall and slashed his throat as he sailed past me. The elf’s lifeblood fountained from his throat as he tumbled down the stairs. Crimson blood splattered the walls of the narrow stairwell. A flash of motion crossed my eyes, and I sheathed a dagger before snatched reflexively at the air with my free hand. An arrow appeared in my grip like magic, and I snapped it between my fingers.

      The archer who’d tried to shoot me seemed to move in slow motion, and I figured my Swiftness seal made it seem like time had slowed around me. As his hand reached over his shoulder to pull an arrow from his quiver, I vaulted off the wall behind me like an acrobat. I kicked out as I spun in the air, and my momentum caught the archer in the face. His skull shattered like glass as teeth and blood exploded into the air before he fell with a scream. I landed, snatched yet another arrow from the air, and raced up two more stairs.

      I twisted around a half-drawn bow and rammed the arrow I’d caught into the next elf’s eye. My laughter reverberated throughout the narrow passageway as the unfortunate elf screamed. He dropped his bow as he grasped at the arrow’s shaft, and I ended his life by tearing open his stomach and baptizing the floor with his entrails.

      “This all you have?” I roared. “This is the strength of your guild, Lucius?”

      “You will die, abomination of Lilith!” the elf snarled back.

      I couldn’t see him. Lucius remained hidden behind his friends as they backpedaled frantically out of the dungeon entrance. I debated my options, lightning-fast. If I let them escape, they’d simply come back with more reinforcements. Or, worse yet, Lucius and his buddies would wait for my adventurers to finish their fight against the dungeon. Then, all they had to do was ambush them in the green expanse of Grynwild Forest.

      Letting them live wasn’t an option. I needed to end this now.

      I launched off the last steps of the dungeon as I dived for the ankles of an elf. My free hand caught hold of the strapping of his boot. I twisted, and my magically-reinforced strength forced him off-balance. Right back into my lethal clutches. The Deadeye Guild member twisted and tried to stomp down onto me. He brought his bow around to fire an arrow into me, point blank, but that only brought his legs into range. I jammed the point of my dagger into the unarmored inside of his thigh and opened his arteries. The elf screamed and writhed as his stance buckled on a suddenly-useless leg. I swarmed over him like a spider and ripped his throat open with a quick jerk. So far, I hadn’t sustained so much as a scratch, so there was no point in drinking from the delicious fountain of fresh blood before me.

      I kicked off the corpse and sprinted out of the dungeon’s archway as the other elves fled along the forest path. The survivors of Lucius’s little gang of assassins fanned out. Two carried katana-like swords, and Lucius wielded a leaf-bladed spear. None were carrying bows, so I didn’t have to worry about dodging any incoming arrows.

      The trio moved forward and pressured me back toward the archway. It was a smart tactic. An enemy with his back to the wall couldn’t exactly slip away from you. I flicked the blood off my Infernally-infused dagger, reversed my grip on it, and drew my other blade from its sheath.

      I straightened up and rolled my shoulders casually. “You know, I thought that for a guild, you’d be a lot better structured. That you’d have better tactics than merely following someone into a dungeon and shooting them in the back.” I made sure to use the cheerful and sarcastic tone that always succeeded in pissing off my enemies. “But, no. Are you still sure you don’t want to join me, Lucius? You really look like you could do better. Maybe learn from some serious professionals?”

      Lucius raised his spear and pointed it at my face. “You do not speak, abomination.”

      I shrugged. “Are you going to stop me, Oh fearless bootlicker of the Sap Lords?”

      The elf furthest to my left lunged in, and her blade hissed toward my throat. The adrenaline, lightning reflexes, and muscle memory of hundreds of hours of combat kicked in before I could even think. I pivoted and turned her blade aside with my own. She changed tactics and moved in close. Her free elbow ripped in toward my face, but I caught it on my arm and effortlessly rammed my dagger up under her jaw.

      She gurgled and spewed blood all over my face. The pair of surviving elves watched me with cold, expressionless faces. I bared my fangs in a manic grin as I let their bleeding compatriot fall at my feet. The elf next to Lucius was female as well, and she wore long green robes. Her face was covered in scars, and the only weapon she carried was a small wooden stick. A wand. This woman was a mage of some kind, but why hadn’t she cast a spell? Was she waiting for the right moment, to catch me unawares?

      “You do not know what you have set in motion,” Lucius snarled. “With your insolence and invasion of our realm, and with your empty promises, the Sap Lords will punish the Deadeye Guild. Bolnir, Quinn, and Vaughn are fools. They help you, and yet they will die because of your idiocy.”

      My bloodlusted grin widened. “So, you’re held in check by fear of punishment? You knowingly restrict yourselves of power because you fear the consequences?”

      “Our oaths—” Lucius began, but I cut him off.

      “Oaths sworn in ignorance and blatant idiocy,” I said. “These lords promised you everything, and you fell into line like good little pets. Even with those constraints, I could have freed you from your oaths. But no, you had to go and act all righteous.”

      “Your blasphemy will be punished,” Lucius hissed. “This will not stand.”

      “Oh, it will, Lucius. The real question is, are you going to keep standing behind your kin before you finally face me yourself? Or are you just a coward, with no spine of his own? Happy to send his fellow adventurers to their deaths?”

      The female elf next to Lucius suddenly glowed with an emerald aura, and vines flashed out from the trees around me. My dagger sliced through half a dozen, but two managed to get through my guard and lash at my face. I turned aside, and the vines only produced shallow cuts. Then, a series of roots broke through the dirt beneath my feet and ensnared my legs. I gripped the dagger in my right hand, and a dry laugh tumbled from my throat.

      “Is that all you have for me, sorceress?” I yelled. The power of Might pulsed through my veins, and I tore the bonds from my legs. “You were all too willing to charge down here behind your friends a few moments ago. Or are you finally willing to admit it? That you made a bad decision? That I can give you what you’ve been searching for all this time?”

      I would never allow Lucius to join me now that I knew he was a traitor. I simply wanted him to admit that my offer was far better than anything the Sap Lords could promise. Then, I would kill him.

      “You talk too much,” the elf beside Lucius said with narrow and cold eyes.

      “And you don’t talk enough,” I countered. “Had you been willing to negotiate instead of trying to pincushion my friends and I… well, more of your people would still be breathing. And, gods forbid, perhaps even joined together for a greater cause.”

      I spread my arms invitingly and stepped back into the dungeon. The lack of my new dungeon-diving squad’s presence told me that they were either dead or going swimmingly. I knew Puck and Ralph. It was definitely the latter.

      “Come, adventurers,” I mocked. “Show me your mettle. Prove your worth. Or, alternatively, run. Cower. Hide. I am not unmerciful. Should you choose to flee, I’ll not hunt you down. But tell me; what will the Sap Lords do when they find out that you’ve failed?”

      I was running off half-guesses and wild hunches. The usual. And, as usual, my shit-talking worked splendidly. I’d left them between rock or a hard place with my offer of potential freedom. The Sap Lords must have really been scarier than me, because the adventurers followed me down the stairs.

      Normally, I’d have proceeded far more carefully, but I’d watched my squad demolish the minions without any resistance from traps. This dungeon’s First Floor had been cleared. I could have taken the elves on the stairs, but it was better if they thought they had a chance. And it would make my victory all the sweeter.

      “Let us suppose that your apparent insanity is not precisely that,” Lucius said as he moved off the last of the stairs, “and that your power is as great as you tell us. Even if you are capable of destroying the Sap Lords, what then?”

      “Well, they’ll need replacing, won’t they?”

      The female elf snorted dismissively. “With your puppets, of course.”

      I tilted my head. “Or those that share my vision.”

      The elves split up and circled me like predatory cats. I stood in the center and let them play their little mind games.

      “Lilith is a deceiver,” Lucius spat. “A craven wretch of a goddess. An oath-breaker. Whatever she promised you is a lie; you must know that. Her offers to you are the same poison you offer Bolnir and the others. False pretences of power and glory.”

      I spread my arms wide again to keep up the evil overlord theatrics. “Tell me, Lucius; do my deeds not speak for themselves? And is it not the Sap Lords who make false promises?”

      “Enough!” cried the elf sorceress.

      She radiated acrobatic grace as she blurred forward. A magical tune sang as roots shot up from the dungeon floor, but I was ready for them this time. I dashed to meet the sorceress, and my dagger plunged into her heart. The emerald aura surrounding her body faded in an instant, and she dropped to the floor as her eyes milked over in death.

      Lucius’s leaf-bladed spear raced in for my unarmored ribs, but I dived into a quick roll, avoided the blade, and came to my feet in a flash. His eyes were filled with white-hot fury as he gazed at the fallen sorceress.

      “She was our most powerful magic-user,” Lucius spat. “Our one chance to show the Sap Lords we are worthy.”

      “Then, I suppose you have nothing left.”  I pulled the Frightening Baselard from its sheath and dual-wielded the enchanted daggers in reverse grips. The magical seals on the dark blades shone with a crimson glow as they fed greedily off my avatar’s Infernal Essence. They fortified me with strength and speed far beyond this final elf.

      Lucius jumped into the air, and his spear hurtled down to pierce my chest. His leaf-shaped blade caught empty space as I slid behind him. I’d had enough of playing around, so my sneaky little blade found Lucius’s fingers and bit all the way down to the bone. His fingers dropped to the dungeon floor, but he merely grunted at the pain and picked up his spear in his left hand.

      “You…” His voice seemed to catch in his throat. “You will not win, monster.”

      “Count your friends, Lucius,” I challenged him. “Go on. Count them. You have none. I killed them all.”

      A line of sweat dripped from his blond hair and slid over his clenched jaw. His eyes didn’t leave mine as his face hardened back into an emotionless mask.

      He thought I wouldn’t be able to read his moves, but I didn’t need to see his expression to know what lay inside his head. I reached out into his mind. I’d only ever tried to Enthrall humans, half-orcs, and Infernal creatures. I didn’t think that it was going to be easy. Lucius had spent his entire life choking on the dick of pride and honor. He was made of tougher mental stuff than Ralph. All I found in the elf’s mind was an opaque wall of flawless ice.

      I couldn’t Enthrall him. Even when he was an inch away from breaking down.

      “The Sap Lords will see justice done for the members of the guild,” Lucius told me coldly as blood continued to spurt from the stumps on his right hand. “They will bring all of their power to bear on you, spawn of Lilith, and destroy you and everything you stand for.”

      “They’ll certainly try, cousin.” I figured being a Tainted Elf meant that I was a distant cousin of Lucius, and the term made him flinch as if I’d just slapped him in the face.

      Lucius lunged forward with his spear, but his movements weren’t polished and crisp anymore. I stepped easily out of the way of his blade and moved in close. I plunged a dagger into his sword arm, drove a knee into his hip, and smashed my skull into his jaw as his body flinched. His grip turned to water as I knocked the spear from his hand and kicked him to the grass.

      Lucius rolled and came back to his feet. Blood soaked his whole right hand and dripped into the grass around us. The determination in his face was something else. As much as I hated to admit it, I admired his guts. Sure, he’d thrown away the lives of his kin. Sure, he’d tried to shoot Bolnir and the Harrowbarks in the back the second they’d thrown their lot in with me.

      Lucius surprised me with a roundhouse kick at head height. I ducked under it, blocked a straight left punch, then smashed the dagger’s pommel into his face. His jaw caved in, and his right eye popped from its socket. He crashed to the ground but managed to lift himself to his knees.

      I checked my timer. I had 220 minutes left. There was no telling how deep this dungeon went or how long it would take me to kill its champions. And I would still need to coax the core’s avatar from its jeweled heart.  The less time I wasted, the better. Thirty minutes had gone by in what felt like seconds.

      I sheathed one dagger, took Lucius’ head in my hand, and pressed the point beneath his chin. He reached up to push my weapon away, but he couldn’t lift his arm more than a few inches.

      “You should know something, Lucius of the Deadeye Guild,” I whispered. “To me, you’re an obstacle. You’re an invader. You’re the very thing I feed on, every day I can, to make myself stronger.” I felt a cold smile curl across my face as my knife pressed into his pale skin. “And I will always taste it. You? You’ll be eaten up by this dungeon. It will consume you, turn your very soul into more monsters and traps to kill others. Others just like you.”

      “I would never have joined you,” he rasped. “You are truly the embodiment of evil, Avatar of Zagorath.”

      Well, he didn’t exactly admit he should have joined me, but it was the kind of compliment that made my chest blossom.

      I jerked my dagger upward, and the blade punched through his skull. The weapon’s bloody tip appeared at the top of his head, and a swift tug drew it back out. I let Lucius’s lifeless body fall to the dungeon floor.

      I moved quickly after that. I stripped the elf sorceress of her items and took a longbow, dagger, and silver chainmail from the others. I carried the equipment a few paces outside the dungeon and piled them behind a tree. I used a stack of leaves to cover them in case anyone else came upon them. I wanted her seals for later, but I didn’t know what items would be useful. I didn’t have a Mary Poppins-style magical handbag to carry items, so leaving them here would have to suffice.

      My minutes were precious, and I couldn’t spend all day searching for the dungeon core. As I entered the dungeon again, I came up with two options: either race down into the depths of the dungeon and reunite with my companions or begin my negotiations with the dungeon right here and now.

      Well, one thing seemed universal, in both my old world and the Sinarius Realms. People were much more open to negotiations when you gave them free shit.

      I stepped outside the dungeon and quickly dragged the corpses of the elves I’d slain down the stairs. I left the sorceress and her items outside, but I piled the other nine elf corpses in a heap in the center of the first room.

      I knew that the dungeon around me had heard my conversation with Lucius. It knew that I was a dungeon avatar and not an adventurer.

      And, unless I missed my guess, it was burning with curiosity to meet me.

      “Think of them as an opening to negotiations,” I said as I nodded to the pile of corpses “The other adventurers invading your other floors are under my orders. I’ll call them off when I reach them. Deactivate your traps and keep your minions from getting in my way, and we can have a conversation.”

      There was no reply.

      “My name is Von Dominus of Zagorath. And all I want is to talk.”

      When no answer came, I moved into the corridor to the next room. The passage looked innocent enough, but there was no way of knowing if the dungeon was open to negotiation. The huge pile of corpses behind me was a good start to things. I’d have appreciated such a gesture, if the situation was reversed.

      Von Dominus the Adventuring Dungeon. The title appeared in my mind, and I couldn’t help a laugh. Whatever Lilith’s machinations were, the twists of fate that continuously altered my path always kept things interesting.

      If the dungeon wasn’t willing to converse now, then I had to show her I wasn’t one to be refused.

      It was time to aggressively negotiate with a Nature Dungeon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      As a dungeon core myself, I was probably in a better position to appreciate the impressive dungeon than the average adventurer who risked death every time they set foot in here.

      My surroundings in Zagorath were all stone, minerals, and what I could scavenge from the gutsy divers back home. But, here, in the Nature Realm, the core responsible for this dungeon had so much more to work with.

      I kept my eyes on the grassy floor, walls, and ceiling as I strode down the first stairwell to the Second Floor. The soft lighting of the organic lantern-lights chased away the gloom. I had to remind myself more than once that I was underground. Soft grass peppered with small white flowers carpeted the floors. The room reminded me of a closed-in clearing in a forest. Not a carnivorous creature that hungered for my flesh.

      I stepped over wolf corpses left by Ralph and the others, moved down a narrow stairwell, and entered the Third Floor. It was a circular room with huge trees and clusters of thick ferns. I found it difficult to believe all this could be contained within the rotted corpse of a tree, so I figured this was a kind of pocket dimension.

      This was the floor Bolnir and the others had found impossible to pass. But why?

      I kept my eyes peeled for danger as I progressed but found no sign of minions or traps. There were corpses, of course, but they belonged to forest creatures. Piles and piles of corpses. Some were felled by ordinary wounds, but others bore great cavities from Puck’s shadow-spheres.

      None of those under my command had fallen, not unless the dungeon had already absorbed them.

      Nothing triggered as I moved through the dungeon’s second room. No poison spikes, thorned branches, nothing. Either the dungeon had heard my suggestion and deactivated its traps, or she was lulling me into a false sense of security.

      I knew the dungeon was watching my descent toward her heart. I didn’t need to be a core to know that. I could feel the tension in the air that came with being followed as I moved across the Third Floor.

      I found an exit behind a fern and pulled aside the giant leaves to enter a stairwell that led to the dungeon’s Fourth Floor. This was much the same as the last, except the ferns had neon-purple leaves, and the trees glowed with emerald-green veins.

      Human blood had been splashed across the grass. The unmistakable scent of Ralph and the Harrowbark brothers lingered here. I saw corpses of giant bears with horns on either sides of their heads and wondered how great the battle must have been. I wanted to take it slow and examine everything, but I didn’t have the time.

      I came across no traps or minions, so I figured the dungeon was holding back. Did she want to speak with me? It certainly seemed that way.

      Each step I took was strengthening my suspicion that the dungeon wanted to meet me. Surely, it would have triggered a trap by now if she wanted me dead?

      Bolnir had said the dungeon possessed four floors in total, so where was the core? Was it hiding within a tree trunk somewhere? There had to be a hundred trees in this room, and the core could be in any one of them.

      There was no sign of my champions either, so I figured this wasn’t the only room on this floor. My time was quickly running out. When I thought I would spend the rest of my minutes searching fruitlessly, a tree suddenly illuminated, brighter than all the others. I rushed over to it, half-expecting to see a minion burst from behind the bark. Instead, a rectangular outline the size of a door showed on the trunk, and like a door, it swung open.

      “Thanks,” I said aloud. “I take it you want to talk?”

      There was no answer, but I walked through the trunk, and an enormous space opened up before me.

      A small stream raced over smooth stones and bisected the huge chamber. Trees, ferns, flowers, and herbs filled the space. I figured this area contained ingredients for potions and poultices, a forager’s heaven. Unlike Zagorath, which offered only rewards in the form of equipment, this dungeon provided powerful adventurers with raw materials.

      There were countless blind spots throughout the cavernous space. This wasn’t a symmetrical, easy-to-figure-out floor for your average adventurer. It looked like the world above the dungeon. It was a chaotic, ages-old space that had grown independent of contact from the outside world. The white noise of the stream made it difficult to pinpoint any sudden movements. I’d have placed a minion in the ferns, ready to leap out of the cover of the undergrowth and chew off someone’s face. Except this place seemed genuine in its purpose: a reward for adventurers who’d gotten this far.

      As I passed the plants, I snatched at a few innocent-looking ones and removed their flowers and leaves. I chose the ones that didn’t look like they’d suddenly sprout teeth and chomp on my fingers, but I had no guarantee they could be used to create anything worthwhile. Still, I wasn’t about to dive a dungeon and leave empty-handed.

      I came to the stream and started through the ankle-deep water, half expecting a killer trout to zip out and latch onto my face. Nothing presented itself. It was simply an idyllic walk through the dungeon. It almost felt like a stroll through the world’s most impressive nature park. Except it started with a deadly trek through a beast-infested forest.

      After I crossed the stream and walked across the grass on the other side, I found signs of my companions’ progress. Sharp blades had sliced a path through the greenery. More blood was splattered on a few leaves, and someone had removed a few small plants from the ground.

      The uprooting had been clearly intentional, so it definitely hadn’t been Ralph or Puck. If they were like me and assumed some of these plants could have been useful, they wouldn’t have gone to lengths to select certain ones. It had to be Bolnir or the Harrowbarks who’d taken the planets. They were familiar with this dungeon and the flora that grew within it.

      I followed the path that the others had made and resisted the urge to channel David Attenborough.

      “This room is quite the reward,” I said aloud. “If only I knew more about your realm, I could pick the best plants to harvest. I’m running short on time, and I’d like to speak with you before I have to return home.”

      The way out was an opening that had been hidden by a curtain of ivy. Until the others had slashed their way through it, of course.

      I checked my timer and saw 200 minutes remaining. I’d probably beaten a record by crossing all four floors in only 20 minutes, but then I hadn’t needed to deal with any minions and traps.

      I stepped through the opening, and the sounds of battle filled my ears. Familiar voices hurled inventive curses amidst the clash of steel and ringing impacts. It sounded as if my adventurers were still in the game.

      This room resembled a mystical grotto with silver ferns sprouting from the ground and shining with moon-like light. Small waterfalls emptied into shallow pools, and orange moss covered wooden statues carved in the likeness of a beautiful goddess.

      In the center of the room was a grassy clearing where my adventurers battled two giant trees. Vines and branches whipped my crew as they struggled to gain the upperhand.

      Ralph was, as usual, on the offensive. His new glaive shone in his hand as he sliced at the attacking vines. He scored strikes on the trunks of the monsters, and green blood rippled free of their bark-like skin. But the moment their roots touched the water in the pools at their feet, the wounds closed over and rapidly healed. The giant trees only seemed to grow angrier and stronger, even as Puck’s shadow-magic raced into their newly opened flesh.

      What a curious kind of minion. I wanted one.

      “Men, fall back!” I shouted.

      Ralph and Puck moved immediately, but Quinn wrapped an arm around his brother, Vaughn, who looked like he’d shattered a leg. Bolnir delivered a final axe-chop to a tree before he joined the others as they clustered around me. The tree-creatures slowly advanced, taking their time to heal their wounds in the pools of water. The tree monsters weren’t in any hurry. We’d leave or die eventually.

      “You survived, then,” Bolnir said from beside me.

      “You doubted me?” I replied.

      “Maybe,” the dwarf answered. “But you’ve proven me wrong. Now, there’s something else I want to know. How the fuck are we supposed to kill these devils?”

      “We don’t,” I answered. “You’re leaving. Ralph, go with the others back to Elderwood House. Puck, I’ll meet you at the travel stone when I’m done here. ”

      “Master, with all due respect,” Puck interjected as he hurled yet another shadow-sphere at the living tree-creatures, “I’m not sure even you are capable of charming a living tree into a mood to fornicate.”

      I laughed. “Who said anything about fornication?”

      “You’re all… fucking… insane,” Vaughn said as he struggled to breathe. I added a few broken ribs to his list of injuries.  

      I slapped Bolnir’s armored shoulder. “Go back to Elderwood House. Take charge and explain that the elves turned against you and tried to kill you. See to your fellow guild members.”

      Bolnir’s expression hardened. “I’ve not yet had my fill of essence.”

      “This is but one dungeon, my friend. There are others that you will soon be able to dive, with our help. Vaughn needs assistance. See that he’s guided to safety.”

      “Master,” Puck said, but I cut him off sharply.

      “No arguments. Go.”

      “Oh, Eveline fuck it all,” Bolnir muttered. “We’ll go. Here, give me your arm, lad.” He caught Vaughn’s other arm. “You’d better know what you’re doing, elf.”

      “Have I led you astray yet?”

      The dwarf just grunted. With Quinn’s help, Bolnir hauled the injured Harrowbark brother toward the exit.

      “You will conquer this dungeon,” Ralph said to me. It was clearly a statement and not a question. He had absolute faith in my powers.

      “I will,” I answered.

      Ralph’s eyes shone bright green with flecks of scarlet. The sight made me smile. There was truly something valuable in Ralph Kraus. Every task and fight made him stronger. He was a remarkably impressive specimen of the Sinarius Realms.

      “Leave now,” I said. “Ensure my will is carried out at Elderwood House.”

      “Yes, Master,” he replied.

      Ralph tore his eyes away from the tree-monsters before us and cursed under his breath as he ran up the stairs. Puck shot after him and left me alone with two hungry trees and a dungeon core.

      I was alone on the dungeon’s deepest floor.

      The tree-creatures were growing ever closer. Their vines snared out and snapped at the air like bullwhips.

      “Call off your champions!” I called out. “Let’s talk, you and I—one dungeon to another.” My Tainted Elf’s velvety tones echoed impressively through the silvery gloom.

      The towering tree-monsters didn’t halt, but they changed their path. They separated, circled around to my rear, and settled themselves in front of the room’s exit. Branches and vines intertwined between them until they created an organic wall that blocked my way out.

      “Glad to see you’ve been listening,” I said. “I almost thought I’d been talking to myself. It’s funny, isn’t it? They treat us like we’re simply magical locations. Not thinking beings who have their own agendas.”

      “You speak like one of them, you know,” a chirpy female tone suddenly replied, echoing through the shadowy gloom.

      “An adventurer?” I shrugged. “Maybe I was, once upon a time.”

      The minutes were ticking down, but I had to slow-play this. I couldn’t reveal my hand too quickly.

      “Weren’t we all, though?” the bright voice replied. “Just chosen by goddesses, forged into jewels, and then left here to maintain the balance of nature?”

      “I think it might’ve been a little different in my case,” I replied. “Where are you?”

      “I’ll just be a moment,” the Nature Dungeon answered.

      Mist drifted off one of the pools and coalesced into a tall and willowy figure. The flora around her seemed to latch onto her misty form. Grass, moss, and fern twisted around her into a tight-fitting dress. She raised her hands, leaned back, and sighed with deep content as the last of the mist solidified into her flesh.

      The sudden glow of her emerald eyes told me her consciousness had bonded with her avatar.

      I smiled as she stepped out of the pool and let my gaze flicker over her. The woman’s skin was an off-white, like the bark of a white willow tree. Vines extended from her arms and writhed like they had minds of their own.

      Her almond-shaped, almost elf-like eyes settled on mine with interest as she strolled forward. Long legs shifted through her dress as she moved. Her clothes were almost impossible to understand. I couldn’t grasp how they clung to her, accentuating her figure, and still managed to stay together. Her hair was colored a shade of deep green, speckled with leaves. The dungeon’s avatar looked like a human manifestation of nature itself. Her fingers—slender and long, like a pianist's—folded themselves politely in front of her.

      She halted about five feet in front of me. “So, how does an Infernal Dungeon’s avatar find himself leading adventurers into my dungeon?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said before I bowed and held out my arm. “Von Dominus, at your service.”

      “Tyria, maidservant of Maya.” The beautiful woman curtsied with a playful flair, but her eyes didn’t leave mine for a moment. “Are you truly offering me your service, dear elf, or are you merely being polite?”

      “Depends on the kind of service you have in mind,” I said.

      “The kind where you lie down and let me kill you,” Tyria said. There wasn’t so much as a regretful tone in her voice. “I understand you’re quite a prideful creature, and you’re unlikely to do as I ask, so let me sweeten my proposition.”

      She glided over the moss-covered stone beneath our feet and halted when her face was only inches away from mine. Her fingers found my face. They were refreshingly cool and still dripping with dew. Her hypnotic eyes didn’t leave mine for a second as a smile crossed my mouth and I bared my fangs.

      Tyria was intoxicating. There wasn’t a word that better described her. But her threat hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      I slid away from her just as smoothly as she’d moved in. My fingers found hers, and I turned her hand. I stared at the vines slithering out from her skin before I kissed a smooth knuckle with all the gentlemanly courtliness I could muster.

      Tyria moaned at my touch, and I realized how easy it would be to claim her. The females I’d met so far in the Sinarius Realms had seemed desperate for my touch, but I figured the kind of power I wielded was a potent aphrodisiac.

      I withdrew with a smirk and kept a buffer-zone of five feet between us. Frustration sparked in her eyes as I moved away from her.

      “I’m all for propositions,” I said, “but death is a road I’d rather not travel down. Although, if anyone could make me walk it, I’m sure you’d be more than capable.”

      Tyria purred as she moved toward me again, and I jumped to a nearby moss-covered rock to keep some space between us. The Nature avatar was radiating everything a man could want. Availability, eagerness, and more than a little playfulness. But I couldn’t trust her. The death of my avatar would be far too much of a setback. I’d come this far, and I didn’t have a lot of time.

      “The race of your avatar. . .” I began, “I’ve never seen anything quite so entrancing. What do you call it?”

      “Didn’t you listen to the legends as a child?” Tyria asked as she moved through the glowing silver ferns. “Or does Lilith simply not educate her followers?”

      “I’m lacking education,” I said. “Care to enlighten me?”

      Tyria’s eyes turned to liquid lust. She raised a hand and gestured in my direction. The moss under my feet shifted, and instinct made me jump. I flipped through the air and splashed into a pool. I stood waist-deep in the water as a vine reached out to grab me. I slashed it with my dagger, and the vine recoiled.

      “I’d be more than happy to educate you,” Tyria murmured. “If you’ll just stay still—”

      “But you want to kill me,” I pointed out. “That’s not exactly in my interest. Tempting as it sounds, I think I’ll keep myself safe and not sorry. And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “A Nymph of Eveline is the form I took,” Tyria said as she strolled closer.

      With my adventurers gone, the nymph could chase me all over the grotto. The plants around her stretched out to touch her organic dress. She was a Nature Essence magnet. And if the last few seconds were any indication, she could control every portion of the dungeon while using her avatar.

      “My turn for a question. How did you get here?” Tyria asked. “I’ve heard of dungeon avatars moving a little outside their dungeon, of course, but we’re an enormous distance from the Infernal Realm. Did Lilith place you here to infect these lands?”

      She wasn’t quite wrong. I considered telling her the truth and decided to settle on most of it. “With Lilith’s magic and a little of my own ingenuity, I was able to find my way here. But I have no intention of infecting anything.”

      Tyria’s laugh was a sound of genuine delight. She even clapped her hands. “Oh, you’re precious; you really are. You’ve already infected it. Look at all the death and destruction you’ve wrought within the Deadeye Guild. Surely, they’re just the beginning?”

      Was that encouragement in her voice? “They forced my hand.”

      “You never intended to let them live. I don’t like liars.”

      “That’s funny,” I said, “because neither do I.”

      Tyria was getting closer. Her hair trailed down almost to her waist and caressed the ferns around her as she walked.

      My time was running out. I needed to find a way to convince her to not try killing me.

      I unclasped my cloak and tossed it over a nearby rock. “Let’s be honest with each other.”

      Tyria stepped into the pool with me.“Yes, let’s.”

      “You first,” I smirked. “Why do you want to kill me?”

      “Because,” Tyria said, as if it was obvious, “you belong to Lilith. She’s an aberration. Every goddess, every rational creature, every beast sees your kind in the same way. We’ve been tasked to destroy the likes of you. Especially Lilith’s elder races.” The nymph’s eyes shone with perfect innocence but didn’t hide the edge of mischief in her voice.

      “Your turn,” she continued. “Why did you come here?”

      Tyria obviously wanted a piece of me. It was difficult to tell whether or not it was just something as simple as sex, or if she wanted to try to consume my whole form. What amount of essence would a dungeon receive by absorbing another’s avatar? It was a curious question, but one I’d have to answer another time.

      “I want you to join me,” I answered truthfully.

      “Then, why are you running?” Tyria murmured.

      She raised her hands to touch my face, but I caught her wrists and drank in her Essence-fired eyes.

      “Because I don’t yet have your word that you won’t strangle me with those clever little tricks of yours,” I whispered.

      Tyria’s hands curled down to find my wrists, and vines sprung from her hands to wrap around mine. “I can’t give you that,” she breathed as she leaned in closer.

      I placed my forehead against hers and stopped her mouth from finding mine. I could appreciate her scent in its entirety when I was this close to her dungeon avatar. She smelled like everything good in nature. Fresh, dewy grass, smoky wood, sweet-swelling flowers, and savory herbs. Delicate, green veins shone through the skin of her arms. Everything in my brain was telling me to give in. To give the beguiling creature in front of me control and to let her have her way with me.

      Tyria backed away from me. “If you show me your true power, perhaps I will let you live.”

      “A battle?” I said as my voice started to fade.

      “Not with me,” she said. “With my champions.”

      “Those trees?” I asked with a smile. “They hardly seem like tough competition. Why not fight me yourself?”

      “I will assist them,” she said. “But the treants are not easy opponents.”

      “We’ll see.”

      A fight against treants to win the heart of a beautiful woman. I could hardly wait. I only had a few hours remaining, and I still had to reap the rewards of a future victory.

      Well, the victory wasn’t secure yet. It was time to show Tyria the true power of Von Dominus.
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      The treants uncurled themselves from the exit and towered over me as they approached. I’d already learned that they were dangerous as hell, and they definitely weren’t in the mood for a friendly conversation.

      My gear gave me strength and speed that outmatched anything I’d encountered so far. However, sheer physical power might not be enough to overwhelm the treants. Their healing ability and size made me wish I’d equipped Von Dominus with a more appropriate weapon. A tactical chainsaw, maybe.

      I prepared myself for a grueling battle as I drew my daggers. “I’d give anything for a flamethrower right now,” I muttered to myself.

      I couldn’t afford a drawn-out fight with my timer ticking down. There had to be some way to negate or overwhelm the healing factor of these monsters. These creatures bled; my adventurers had proven as much. And they were just plants, not iron chains. Killing machines, sure, but the treants were no different from a plank of wood. Just really big planks of wood.

      Tyria must have seen the new resolve in my eyes because she raised her hands, and the ferns around me rippled before grasping at my arms and legs. I tore through them effortlessly and slashed outward with the sword. The silvery ferns recoiled, and I sprinted toward the treants. Two on one wasn’t exactly fair, so I raised my Frightening Baselard toward the champion on my left. Dark energy shot out from my blade, and the Fright seal forced the creature backward.

      The other treant lurched for me, and a branch-like limb ripped forward, but I dodged around it. I cleaved through its limb and took a running jump off a nearby rock. A bristling mass of branches and leaves tore into me as I spun and slashed at anything that moved. I ducked beneath a swipe from a treant’s branch and drove my dagger into a gnarled joint on its trunk.  Bark-like skin gave way under obsidian steel. Fresh green blood splashed over my hand as I wedged my knife deep into the champion’s trunk. The treant wheeled around and thrashed at me.

      Oh, good. I’d pissed it off.

      Leaves, branches, and vines continued to rip at my face and hands, but I ignored the flare of pain.

      I gritted my teeth, jammed my other Infernal dagger beside the first wound, and pulled inward. The two cuts merged into one big, gaping wound as more blood raced out of the creature’s skin. I leaned in and let it splash into my mouth.

      I’d used this tactic plenty of times before, but I’d never expected treant blood to be so disgusting. It was like those green smoothies you bought at breakfast bars—all vitamins, minerals, and a healthy dose of holy shit, could this taste any worse?

      And it carried one hell of an aftertaste. I hissed as the burning sensation filled my chest. Small cracks reverberated through my insides as my ribs stitched themselves back together. The Might seal filled my arms with strength, and I tore both daggers sideways. The blades severed the creature in half before top and bottom splashed into the pool.  Nature Essence whirled out of the creature’s corpse as it started to dissolve. The branches of the fern around me snaked out for my throat and arms. The architecture of the dungeon seemed to have a life of its own.

      Tyria wasn’t taking the death of her champion well.

      But I was running on a high of bloodlust, Infernal magic, and fresh energy from the creature’s blood. I plowed through the snares and charged forward again. A vine raced out from the second treant and sliced deep into my thigh.

      “Having fun yet?” I called to Tyria as the deep cut in my leg made me stumble a bit.

      The surviving treant surged forward with the obvious intention of ripping me in half. I dodged yet another snaking strike, caught a branch in the mouth, swore, and bit down on it. Fresh blood gushed into my mouth and healed the gash in my leg. I rolled, leaped to my feet, and drove a dagger into a branch.

      The treant whipped its branch back, and my grip on my dagger took me along for the ride. I caught my legs on the treant’s limb and squeezed my thighs together so that I wouldn’t get thrown. Once I had my hooks in properly, I braced as the creature whipped back and forth. I smashed my free elbow into the hilt of my knife and drove it deep into the creature. Just like a hammer and a nail.

      Vines found my throat, and I gagged as they constricted. I took my other dagger with my free hand and slashed at the vines. I caught a sliver of my own skin along the way, but I took hold of a vine, sucked its juices, and the cut along my neck sealed shut. I clawed my way up the treant toward what served as its head. All the while, the monster thrashed as I moved upward. When I found its eyes, I plunged a dagger into each, and it squealed like a middle-aged woman on Oprah’s giveaways.  

      “Stop!” Tyria cried suddenly.

      The treant froze into a statue, my daggers still sticking out of its eye sockets. I tore both weapons free and dropped down from the champion.

      Tyria stood on a mossy stone a few yards away. Fear shone through her eyes, and my bloodlust faded. The dungeon core wanted to save her final champion from me.

      “Let her live,” the nymph pleaded.

      “Do I have your word on your goddess that you’re not going to have them kill me?” I asked.

      Tyria didn’t even hesitate. “I swear on Eveline’s crown that my dungeon will not harm you, Von Dominus.”

      I took a long look at her face and the seriousness in her eyes. “All right.” I shrugged and licked some of the blood from my knife. The taste of metal mixed with refreshing life-force of Tyria’s minions filled my mouth as the last few cuts and marks around my throat, face, and arms closed over. I used a patch of grass to wipe the remaining treant-blood from my daggers and sheathed them.  

      “Your champions are impressive,” I said.

      The nymph’s eyes raced over my body. I was covered from head to toe in treant blood, and even scratches tarnished my new breastplate.

      A creaking sound behind me announced the retreat of her last-standing champion back to its place at the exit. I was trapped once again, but the look in Tyria’s eyes suggested I might enjoy being trapped in here with her.

      “Not as impressive as you, it seems,” she murmured.

      I strolled through the plants toward her, and a silvery fern reached out. The leaves caressed my skin as I passed through them.

      Tyria’s face was downcast, so I reached out and lifted her chin with a fingertip. Her shining green eyes met mine. I offered her a smile free of any sarcastic edge. It was a smile of understanding and gentleness. Her champions had been a hell of a fight, but I’d triumphed.

      The corners of her mouth twitched upward at my gaze.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” I whispered. “But I didn’t know how else to show you that I was serious. Can’t you resurrect your fallen treant with essence?”

      “No,” she answered. “My champions do not function that way.”

      “Ah, then I am truly sorry.”

      “I can catch more,” she said in resignation. “A difficult task, but not an impossible one.”

      “You catch them?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s one of my dungeon perks.”

      Well, that was interesting. Perhaps I could gain this perk for myself?

      “You’ve barely got a scratch on you,” Tyria observed dryly. “I suppose that Lilith really does look after her own. Well, you have what you want, Von Dominus. You have my word that I’ll not harm you. Now, perhaps you can tell me what you really want with me and my dungeon?”

      I didn’t answer. I just kissed her. It wasn’t a playful peck on the forehead, either. I pressed my mouth to hers while my fingers cradled her face and slid into her hair. She stiffened for just a moment and then, her fingers gasped my breastplate. She hauled me backward with surprising strength. My instincts coiled and readied me to strike, but the look on Tyria’s face was one of hungry bliss. Cool water splashed around our feet as I pulled away from her for breath. Tyria smirked and brushed green blood from her cheek.

      “You’re filthy,” she scolded me.

      “That wasn’t my fault,” I said.

      “Details. Not important.”

      Tyria raised her hands and brushed her hair off her shoulders. I watched, fascinated, as the flora-formed clothes fell from her like autumn leaves. They fluttered to the water around our ankles and left the nymph bare to my eyes. Her slender limbs, hips, and perky breasts were a living sculpture from the hands of Eveline herself. She let me look over her for a long moment and traced her dark lips with a wet tongue.

      “Do you have any idea how lonely it gets down here?” she asked me.

      I unbuckled my weapons belt and tossed it to the fern-covered floor behind me. My breastplate unclipped with a twist of my fingers, and my gauntlets came next. My tunic came over my head and bared my chest. Tyria’s curious fingers stroked my pale skin and defined muscle. Her eyes were alight with lustful fascination. My hand slid over her skin, and I noticed that the smooth texture of her flesh wasn’t quite human. It was a little firmer and almost plant-like. She moaned softly as I traced her collarbones. My hands lingered on her breasts, her nipples firm and unyielding under my touch.

      “I’m starting to get an idea,” I said.

      Tyria slid downward and folded her legs effortlessly underneath herself. She tugged at the laces of my boots, and I lifted each foot in turn so that she could remove them. There was something irresistible about her patient movements and gentle ministrations. A few moments later, my boots lay beside by my weapons belt, breastplate, tunic, and gloves.

      Tyria’s hungry hands pulled at my trousers. How long had she been fantasizing about something like this? I wasn’t about to interrupt that dreamlike hunger in her eyes. My trousers vanished into the water under my feet.

      Tyria looked up at me and smiled as her hand found my Tainted Elf’s impressive length. The nymph pulled gently at me and gestured for me to sit with her in the pool.

      I wasn’t about to protest, so I slid into the rippling water. Tyria’s dripping hands found my neck and face. She washed the blood from my skin and I noticed a war in her emerald eyes. A war between patience and something else entirely.

      I kissed her wrist as it passed my face. “Your hospitality is much appreciated.”

      “I’m not allowed to have guests,” she said. “This makes for both a pleasant surprise and an ocean of regret later.”

      I frowned. “Regret?”

      Tyria made a dismissive gesture and sidled forward a little. She settled down on one of my thighs as her hands gently traced over my member.

      “You’ll be out of here soon enough, I’m sure. Don’t concern yourself with the ramblings of a lesser dungeon. It’s beneath your notice.”

      “Lesser dungeon?” I managed to say as her lips closed over me.

      “Yes,” she looked up to say. “I am weak among the Nature Dungeons.”

      Her mouth climbed up and down my length as her eyes bore into mine, unaware of anything except my pleasure. When I was near to climaxing, she slid forward and mounted me. As our hips ground together, I could feel tremors reverberating through her skin. The silver ferns around us danced with each movement she made. They glowed brighter with each animalistic sound of pleasure from her chest and dulled a little as she caught her breath.

      The nymph’s moans grew deeper and harder. Her whole form trembled as she arched backward. Her hair hovered as the water around my skin suddenly flashed into mist. The moon-like light from the ferns turned blinding.

      Tyria’s whole body exploded with pleasure as she came.

      She stopped for only a moment to catch her breath before she began again in earnest, but this time, she grabbed my cock in her hand and slid it between her wet folds. The smooth feeling of her flesh was just the same inside as it was outside.

      The nymph was tight and hungry for pleasure. She was more than happy to take the lead, but I didn’t let her do all the work. My hips torqued as I drove up into her while water splashed against my skin. The moon-like ferns around us started to pulsate with light again as Tyria’s moans reached a new height. My hands gripped her back and pulled her closer so she could take my entirety.

      My consciousness shifted. I’d experienced my Vampiric Expertise power with another dungeon only once. I could sense my core miles away. It blazed with sudden light and energy in the Throne Room of Zagorath. My core seemed so distant. Like a star at the other end of the universe.

      I felt for a moment as if I existed within both its crystalline facets and my Tainted Elf. Some unbreakable thread of reality tied us together.

      Tyria’s desperate rocking grew faster and harder. Pleasure blazed through my elf’s body and coiled, ready to spring.

      Then, I truly found Tyria.

      Her core wasn’t anything like mine. It was shaped like an unfurling flower and shimmered with emerald energy. Nature Essence hummed through every vein and atom of her entrancing nymph form.

      An animalistic snarl exploded from the throat of my Tainted Elf as I came into Tyria. Our consciousnesses intertwined as the pathways required for Nature Essence opened within my gem.

      I tasted this new energy for the first time. The essence rushed with a water-like stream of life. It was far more liquid than the smoke-like Infernal Essence or the crackling lightning I’d taken from Abby. I drank of it and felt the new energy coil through my core, many miles away. Understanding blasted through my mind as a blinding light whispered of new possibilities, combinations, and power.
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        Zagorath Gained New Abilities

        Can now harvest Nature Essence

        Can now craft with Nature Essence

        New skill: Beast Affinity

      

      

      

      
        
        Zagorath Increased in Power!

        Total Champions Increased: 4 → 5

        Enthrall has become Greater Enthrall

        Learned Essence Farsight - Can manipulate Essence while in Avatar form

        Maximum Physical Essence Increased: 30,000 → 40,000

        Maximum Avatar Time: 360 minutes → 480 minutes

      

      

      

      Tyria’s consciousness slid away from mine as my Vampiric Expertise power began to fade. I lifted myself from the pool, rolled onto my back, and felt the soft grass on my skin.

      I’d not only obtained new abilities by fucking Tyria, but I’d also effectively leveled up. My timer had refreshed, so I had a whole lot more time to spend in the Nature Realm. Good. Because I had a whole lot of questions for Tyria.

      “Beast Affinity,” I muttered as I considered my new ability.

      “Sorry?” Tyria asked as she came to lie beside me.

      “I gained the skill from you.”

      “When we. . . “

      I nodded. “I am a Tainted Elf Lord. I have a skill called Vampiric Expertise. It allows me to gain some of the powers from anyone I sleep with.”

      “So, you’re now a Nature Dungeon?” Tyria frowned as she laid next to me.

      “Not quite. I can harvest Nature Essence, craft with it, and, presumably, use its seals. I also have your Beast Affinity skill.”

      “You are rather impressive, Von Dominus.”

      “Thank you. Now, what can you tell me about Beast Affinity?”

      “When I was forged into a dungeon core, I wasn’t supposed to be powerful. Maya told me that I was her maidservant. It was my place to keep the local guilds under control and maintain the balance as ordained by Eveline. I wasn’t even given a soul forge, or traps, like most of you favored dungeons, rubbing shoulders with the goddess.” A smirk flitted across Tyria’s face. “I had to invite Grynwild into my depths and tame it until it served me.”

      “So, you brought the wolves and treants into your dungeon, then made them your own?”

      “Correct. I don’t spawn them, as is typical of dungeons with soul forges. Which is why it will be rather difficult to replace the treant you killed.”

      “You have to lure new ones into the dungeon?”

      “No,” Tyria explained, “but it takes a large amount of Nature Essence to restore them. Once I’ve captured a beast, I can reproduce them.”

      “You can capture a single beast and reproduce as many of the same kind as you like?”

      “I can only reproduce as many as I’ve captured. It took me multiple years to gather 30 wolves into my depths.”

      “And my adventurers and the Deadeye Guild killed them all in a day.” I couldn’t help gloating; we’d blown through her dungeon with ease.

      “You should tread carefully, Von Domninus.” She folded her hands on my chest and nestled her chin on them as she gazed into my eyes. Every inch of her skin felt like gloriously cool silk. It was almost impossible to just keep my tone conversational and not roll her over and take her again.

      “You’ve turned Bolnir and the others to your side,” she murmured thoughtfully. “They’re all regulars down here. You were right, you know. Until you brought your own adventurer and champion, they couldn’t make it past the Third Floor. Lucius and his kin took issue with your offers of power and prestige.”

      “I tend to have that kind of effect,” I said.

      The nymph rolled her eyes and flicked a tendril of hair out of her eye. “So, the guild is part of your game. But you’re not satisfied with only that, are you? You came down here without any intention of letting your new servants find me. You wanted me all to yourself.”

      “Maybe I’m looking to re-establish dominant dungeons throughout the realms,” I suggested. “ I need to be able to talk to them to be able to forge alliances.”

      “Von Dominus—”

      “Dom,” I told her.

      “Dom, then.” Tyria rolled the name around on her tongue. “You might be able to fool your followers, but you can’t fool me. You’re not interested in allies. You’re interested in vassals. You’re perfectly happy to share power, so long as you have enough of it that no one can threaten you.”

      I smiled at her perceptiveness. “And you act like my followers don’t know that, Tyria. They know who’s in charge, but each of them gains power by my side. You’re right. I don’t want my own rising against me. But I look after them.”

      “Your own,” Tyria repeated. “You sound just like my mistress.”

      “Maya?” I asked. Tyria had introduced herself as the maidservant of Maya. “Is she your goddess?”

      I thought there was only one goddess per realm, but maybe there were demigoddesses as well.

      Tyria beamed. “One thing you have going for you. You pay attention when people talk. No, she is not a goddess.”

      “Another Nature dungeon?”

      “Mhm. And more powerful than you or me.” The nymph smiled and laid her head down on my chest. “She’s going to be so very upset when she finds out about you.”

      “I could free you of her,” I said.

      Tyria sighed and relaxed back onto her hands as her eyes found my gaze again. “Dom, you’re powerful; I’m not disputing that. The things this avatar of yours can do to my champions.“ She shuddered a little at the thought. “It’s terrifying. But Maya is ancient. She’s constantly locked in battle with the Sap Lords. They’ve never conquered her, not in centuries.”

      “Maybe she’s too valuable for them to lose.”

      “Are you suggesting that my mistress is dancing to the tune of the Sap Lords?” Tyria asked with a playful poke at my nose. “I’ll have you remember that we’re all held in constant balance by Eveline, you young and impetuous dungeon. No one side has dominance over the other. Unless you know something that’s hidden from the rest of us.”

      Yeah, I did know something. I knew that it was Lilith’s design that I destroy Entropy, the strongest guild in the Sinarius Realms. I knew that she wanted me to conquer dungeon after dungeon and become the most powerful living being in this world. Aside from the goddess herself, of course.

      But I didn’t tell Tyria any of that. I simply smiled at her and pulled a hand from behind my head. My fingers traced a line over her lean form. Tyria moaned softly as my fingers danced over her bare back.

      “So, you’re not interested in freedom from Maya?” I asked.

      Tyria laughed. “Take it up with her. I’m not like you, Dom. I don’t like fighting for my life. Not unless I absolutely have to. If you’re going to take over the Deadeye Guild, at least keep them visiting. I might not always get a full meal, but I get lucky every now and then.”

      “I’ll make sure to do that.”

      “You know,” the nymph said, “you’re really not as dangerous as Eveline made your kind out to be. Every legend, everything I’ve ever heard about Lilith and her followers? They make you out to be absolute monsters.”

      “Glad you’re coming around. It’s certainly better than having you try to take my head from my shoulders.” I sat up and started to grab my armor and weapons. “I’ll not harm you, Tyria. I’m reasonable, provided you don’t aggravate me. And even then, I’m willing to give quarter when it’s the wise option.”

      “You know that Maya will come after you when she finds out what you’re doing.”

      “You didn’t quite mention how she would even be able to find out about this. Do you plan to tell her?”

      “Maya has every dungeon in the realm under her dominion. All she needs to do is reach out and ask, and I must tell her everything.”

      “Sounds like slavery,” I muttered.

      “She’s fair, if a little harsh. I’ll be fine.”

      “I can protect you. Leave your dungeon and come with me.”

      “If I leave, that will only bring more trouble.”

      Now, in my armor and with my daggers strapped around me, I moved toward Tyria. I caught her under the arms and slid my hands over her chest. I squeezed her gently, then kissed her neck from behind. The nymph turned to honey in my hands as she moaned. She was more than ready for round two, but I had to go.

      “I’ll be back,” I whispered in her ear.

      “I look forward to it,” she breathed in reply.

      “And I know you’ll choose to side with me, in the end.”

      “Conquer Maya first, and we’ll see about that.”

      That was good enough for me.

      “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Von Dominus,” Tyria smiled, completely naked as she bid me farewell. “Visit again soon. And bring me more adventurers.”

      “You have 10 elves to consume upstairs,” I said with a chuckle. “I’d say that’s a good show of faith, wouldn’t you?”

      “It’s a start.” Tyria’s eyes twinkled as she evaporated into green-tinted mist.

      I clasped my hooded cloak around my shoulders and cast my eyes over the dungeon. Tyria’s treant unfurled itself from the archway that led up to the next floor. I inclined my head in its direction as I passed. Tyria didn’t have a soul forge to respawn her minions, but these monsters of hers were still dungeon champions. In a way, she had her own kind of mechanism for enthralling creatures. She lured powerful beasts to her dungeon and tamed them. I couldn’t wait to test the skill in Zagorath.

      I considered what Infernal beasts would be worth bringing to my dungeon as I moved through the levels. I had a few ideas, but nothing concrete. It was a matter to handle later. First, I needed to locate Puck at the travel stone. Ralph would likely still be tied up at Elderwood House, but with a Nature Sigil, he would blend in with the other Deadeye Guild members.

      The corpses of the elves of the First Floor were gone. Tyria had consumed them into various essences. I didn’t feel any sense of loss as I exited the dungeon because my prizes were waiting for me.

      Light bled through the treetops as the golden fingers of dawn chased the sky and fought back the darkness. I made sure to keep my hearing focused on irregular sounds as I went to the tree where I’d stashed the items. After I removed the leaves, I gathered the wand I’d taken from the sorcerer, the longbow, dagger, and silver chainmail. I secured the dagger and wand to my belt, looped the longbow over my shoulder, and hooked the chainmail under my arm. I was a walking armory, but there was no way I’d leave this realm without some loot.

      A small path snaked away from Tyria’s dungeon and joined a network of barely visible game trails. I followed the freshest path through the brush, and it didn’t take long before I reached the travel stone.

      With no sign of Puck, I waited a few minutes as I considered my next step. I’d dispatched Elohin and his elves single-handedly in my dungeon avatar form. I would’ve destroyed them with even less effort if they’d been inside Zagorath. I needed more of a challenge. Someone who positively brimmed with Nature and Soul Essence.

      I needed the Sap Lords. They sounded like the best dungeon-divers in the Nature Realm. These lords were able to scare professionals like Bolnir into submission easily. With the lords dead, the guild--and the Nature Realm--would be mine for the taking. And if I could draw these Sap Lords into Zagorath, then I would gain the best items this realm had to offer.

      Ralph was in the best position to antagonize the lords. Bolnir and the rest of the Deadeye Guild would know the way to do it. Luckily, my avatar timer had refreshed after I’d conquered Tyria. I had a whole lot more time to make my mark in the Nature Realm.

      Puck suddenly materialized from a cloud of shadows, accompanied by the aromas of brimstone and sulfur.

      “Master, I see you have gathered prizes from the dungeon.”

      “I have,” I said as I tossed him the chainmail and longbow.

      “What am I to do with these? I cannot wear the mail or wield the bow.”

      “Carry them.”

      “I’m to be your glorified pack mule?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      Puck groaned as he gripped the items. “You’re not returning to Zagorath?”  

      “No. I wish to see Elderwood Clearing. I would like to brew some chaos.”

      “Sounds delectable,” Puck smacked his lips.

      “Did the others reach the village safely?” I asked.

      “I spoke with Ralph before meeting you here.” The Shade struck up a girlish tone as he quoted Ralph. “‘Bolnir has restored order and told the rest of the guild that I’m their newest member. Master will be pleased with us. I wonder if he’ll allow me an evening with the beautiful Abigail.’” Puck coughed as he finished imitating my adventurer.

      “He didn’t say that last part, did he?”

      “No, but I’m sure he meant it.”

      “I thought you two had become friends?”

      “I wouldn’t say friends. We are more allies of necessity.”

      “Right,” I said.

      The Shade shook his head and resumed his usual sarcastic tone. “I tell you, the stable boy may have his uses, but he’s still insufferably irreverent.”

      Puck might’ve been calling the kettle black, but it didn’t make any difference to me. The news sounded perfect. If the dwarf had done his part, then we had a base of operations.

      “Now, take me to Elderwood Clearing,” I said.

      “With pleasure.” Puck faded into a black cloud and drifted into the air. “I take it that you managed to—ahem—reason with the dungeon?”

      “Negotiations went well, yes,” I said.

      “Superb. I assume she’ll be joining us in Zagorath promptly?”

      “She’ll be staying behind. She serves us better here than in Zagorath.”

      “I did wonder what your plan was when it came to already-established chambers of death,” Puck commented as he flew overhead and whipped around the trees. “Is she to be trusted? Has she seen the light and glory of Lilith?”

      I ducked beneath a low-hanging branch and used my Swiftness seal to keep up with the Shade. “She’s coming around. Some things aren’t to be rushed.”

      “Of course. Please tell me that we’ll be returning to the Infernal Realm soon, Master. I can’t stand this one. It reeks of uninterrupted, unrestrained life and an astounding lack of a disciplined gardener.”

      That made me chuckle. “Soon, Puck.”

      “I didn’t think I’d ever hear myself say this, but I wonder how the troll and the sparkly blue girl fare.”

      I had to agree with him. I’d only been away for a few hours, but it felt like months.

      “We draw close, Master,” Puck told me.

      We came to a clearing with a giant tree that towered above the forest. Small huts had been built on the branches, and other dwellings were carved into the tree’s massive limbs. Smoke, light, and the smell of a blacksmith’s forge told me that this guild house had decent access to resources. It was a perfect base for my purposes.

      “Puck,” I said as I turned to him, “as much as it pains me to say it—”

      “You need me to stay here,” the Shade finished for me.

      “Yes. I want you to watch for any potential danger. I wouldn’t like to be surprised while I’m inside the guild house.”

      “I will be your shadow sentinel,” Puck said with pride as he faded into the shadows.

      I pulled my cowl over my head and moved toward Elderwood House. A man in a blacksmith’s apron saw me approach and marched over to me with a large hammer in hand. I figured he intended to stop me, and I placed my palm on my dagger’s pommel, ready to draw at a moment’s notice. Before he reached me, a familiar face stepped between us.

      “He is a friend,” Ralph said to the blacksmith.

      “Another newcomer? Deadeye is going downhill.” The blacksmith raised his hands in exasperation and returned to his anvil.

      “Master!” Ralph said. “I have prepared the way for your coming, although I wasn’t expecting you so soon. Shouldn’t you have returned to Zagorath already?”

      “My power has grown,” I explained.

      “And the dungeon is defeated?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Where is the Shade?” Ralph asked. “I’m coming to like him, you know.”

      “He’s watching from within the forest. Now, show me to the others. I have a proposition for them.”

      Ralph led me up a rope bridge attached to the massive tree. We stopped outside a sprawling house decorated with the guild’s colors of blue and gold. I stepped up onto the porch, uncowled myself, and knocked on the door.

      Bolnir answered it. “Ah, I see that the mighty Viceroy of Lilith is indeed an elf of his word. Come in.” He grinned at me through his thick brown beard.

      The dwarf wore a simple smith’s outfit without the leather apron. Leather suspenders held up his trousers, and a slightly singed shirt bared his muscled arms. A pipe sat in his mouth and trailed scented smoke.

      I nodded briskly at him and swept into the house. My eyebrows lifted upon seeing a dark red stain on the floorboards. Someone had attempted to scrub blood from it but failed to remove the evidence entirely.

      I nodded at the stain. “The Sage?”

      “You got that right,” Bolnir answered. “Follow me.”

      I trailed the dwarf as he led me through halls lined with mounted animal heads, forest tapestries, and sprigs of herbs.

      “Impressive, isn’t it, Master?” Ralph said.

      “I suppose.” My adventurer was starting to sound like he was enjoying this realm a little too much. I feared my Enthrall might come undone, so I would have to find a way to ensure his faithfulness to Zagorath.

      “Here we are,” Bolnir said as he opened a large door.

      I stepped past him and into a large dining hall. A fur rug from some giant, prehistoric creature sat beneath a huge table that reached through the middle of the room.

      Quinn and Vaughn Harrowbark pored over a map spread out on the table before them. I went over to them and caught the tail-end of their conversation.

      “. . .we don’t have a chance of defending Elderwood House if they launch an all-out attack on us,” Vaughn said. “We’re just a small guild. It’s not like they need us here.”

      “They’re not going to burn Elderwood to the ground,” Quinn argued.“Even if they haven’t heard from the Sage, they’ll send people to investigate first.”

      I pulled out a chair at the head of the table and sat down. Ralph stood over my right shoulder, and Bolnir pulled up his own chair to my left.

      “You made it out alive,” Quinn said to me, his mouth agape.

      I met his eye. “I told you I would. And the dungeon is conquered.”

      “It cannot be,” Quinn said.

      “Vaughn,” I said. “How’s the leg?”

      The other Harrowbark brother straightened up at the mention of his name. “Fighting fit. A few herbal potions, and it’s right as rain.”

      “Good.” I leaned forward on the table and steepled my fingers like a proper evil overlord. “I have a proposition for you. I want the Sap Lords to attack Zagorath.”

      “They won’t do it,” Bolnir said. “The Infernal Realm is too far from here. It’s not worth the effort.”

      “We will lead them to a travel stone,” I said.

      The dwarf leaned back into his chair and puffed on his pipe. “So, that’s how you lot got here.”

      “Indeed. That solves the problem of distance, but I imagine they’ll need a reason to visit my dungeon.”

      “Maybe you could ask them?” Quinn suggested. “The unfortunately deceased Sage usually pens a letter detailing the amount of dungeon visits and the equipment found. If no letter is received, then the Sap Lords are likely to send some administrators. They’ll want to know why their supply has been interrupted.”

      “How soon?” I asked.

      “I figure they’ll be here tomorrow,” Bolnir replied.

      I nodded. “And if these administrators were also to mysteriously vanish? How would the Sap Lords react?”

      The Harrowbarks blanched at my words. Bolnir was the first to speak.

      “They’d take it personally,” the dwarf told me. “Very fucking personally.” His tone was guarded, but his unease was plainly written on his face. The already-pervasive tension in the room seemed to tighten.

      “We won’t risk the lives of the people who live in Elderwood House,” Quinn told me flatly. “We may have sided with you against Elohin and the damned Elves, but we won’t be responsible for bringing the fury of the Sap Lords down on our families and friends.”

      “I will take full responsibility,” I replied.

      “Easy for you to say,” Vaughn retorted. “Your life won’t be at stake.”

      A simple enough sentiment. “I have no intention of having you break your oaths to the lords, gentlemen. Ralph and Puck will be primarily responsible for waylaying and otherwise interrupting those who come to unjustly take your hard-earned spoils.”

      “I’m in,” Bolnir said. “How about you two?”

      The Harrowbark brothers glanced at each other, clearly unconvinced of my proposition.

      “You have nothing to fear for yourselves or your people,” I said. “Simply blame the champions of Zagorath. The Sap Lords will attack Zagorath, and your guild house will be safe. You’ll also receive a great boon from the lords’ deaths. They will no longer hang their nooses around your necks.”

      “Can you swear no harm will come to Elderwood House?”

      Bolnir laughed. “He conquered the dungeon, didn’t he? All by himself, mind you. I’ve thrown my lot in with him. I figure you lads should do the same.”

      “All right,” Quinn said as he nodded at his brother. “We’re in.”

      “For better or worse,” Vaughn added with a grimace.

      “Richer or poorer?” I added. “No? Shall we continue with the plan, then?”

      Grunts came from across the table, and I continued. “Do these administrators know the forest around Elderwood House?”

      There was another tense silence until Bolnir spoke up again.

      “They don’t know this corner of the forest like we do, no. They’ll be following the well-worn trails and sticking to them.”

      “Then, with your help, Puck and Ralph will lay an ambush,” I said. “My followers will attack them from unexpected angles, string them out into the woods, then deal with them accordingly. Can I rely on your help in guiding Ralph and Puck to the best place to lay an ambush? All they need is information. As I said, I’ll not have you break your oaths to the Sap Lords.”

      “This is breaking our oath,” Vaughn began, but Quinn cut him off.

      “No, it’s not. We would only provide information; our swords won’t cut the administrators down.”

      Bolnir blew a thick cloud of smoke. “Besides, those bastards aren’t the Sap Lords. They just work for them.”

      “The greatest virtue of Eveline is balance in nature,” Quinn added. “The scales have been weighed against us for far too long.”

      “This is insane,” Vaughn muttered. “All of it.”

      I stood up smoothly and fixed my gaze on the elder Harrowbark brother. “It is not my intention to destroy the Deadeye Guild. Far from it. It will endure, and flourish, further and greater than ever before. As it stands, Elderwood House has my protection and good faith. If you wish to turn from us now, we’ll leave and never return.”

      I’d already set the pieces in motion, so this trio couldn’t reject my offer. If I didn’t deal with the Sap Lords, then they would surely raze Elderwood Clearing to the ground.

      Bolnir slid off his chair and strolled around to my side. He offered me his hand, and I took it firmly. His granite-grey eyes met mine with refreshing faith. “We’ll stand with you, Von Dominus. We’ve come too far to turn back now.”

      “You’ve made the right decision,” I said.  

      Vaughn met my eye. “You’d better deliver on your promises, servant of Lilith. I only think of the fate of the people who live here.”

      “As do I,” I told him. “It would’ve been simple enough never to negotiate with you. To simply kill the Sage and leave under the cover of darkness, over your dead, cold bodies. But we are not what your guild would have you believe. We are not monsters.”

      “I have to admit that you’ve proven that much,” Vaughn said

      “Your fear is understandable,” Ralph said from over my shoulder. “But look what we’ve accomplished together so far. And think of the future—think of the security and wealth that your guild could flourish under without the millstone the Sap Lords have placed around your necks.” My adventurer tapped his chest, where his Deadeye Guild sigil lay hidden beneath the breastplate he’d taken from Elohin’s corpse. “We stand together. I’ll not turn my back on any of you. And neither will Von Dominus.”

      “Then, it’s settled,” I said, taking advantage of Ralph’s rousing speech. “I must leave now. Zagorath will be ready when the Sap Lords come to settle the score.”

      “You put a lot of faith in your followers. And us,” Bonlir said.

      “I choose my champions well,” I said with a curt nod. “Put your faith in mine, and they’ll not fail you. I will return when the Sap Lords are dealt with.”

      I looked to Ralph. My adventurer met my gaze without so much as a flinch. Everything told me that his faith in me was rock-solid, but I couldn’t afford to take chances. My increase in power had afforded me Greater Enthrall, so it was time I put it to use.

      “Ralph,” I said. “Walk me to the forest.”

      “Yes, Master,” he replied.

      We left the hall, walked through the rest of the dwelling, and descended the rope ladder to the clearing. Puck waited for us at the forest’s edge.

      “You’ve returned, Master!” the Shade said. “And you brought the stable boy. . .”

      “Hail, friend.” Ralph beamed and waved at my other champion.

      “Ugh, I’m afraid this realm is rubbing off on him, Master.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s why I brought him here. Come, we need the cover of the trees.”

      “For what, Master?” Ralph asked as he followed me deeper into the forest.

      “Here is good,” I said. “Now, I want you to look me in the eyes, Ralph.”

      He obeyed readily, and I stared into his dark brown pits. They were flecked with both emerald and crimson, the former evidence of the realm that had infected him. I needed Ralph to be completely obedient to my will, so I focused on the center of his pupils and pushed.

      In an instant, his mind was my playground. I tweaked a few memory nodes here and there before I instilled in him the virtue of total obedience.

      

      
        
        Charm Test. . . Success!

        Ralph Kraus the Adventurer of Zagorath successfully Enthralled!

      

      

      

      “Will you make him walk off a bridge?” Puck asked. “Perhaps impale himself on his own sword?”

      “No,” I answered as Ralph stood wide-eyed and completely overcome by my power. “He is now completely under my control.”

      “I was hoping for a rather theatrical suicide.”

      “There is something else. I wonder . . .  if Ralph becomes an actual champion of Zagorath. . .”

      I focused on my dungeon core and felt its presence many miles away. I was still connected to it, however faintly, so I drew upon its power. It took almost a full minute to come to me, but now I knew I could use my core’s abilities even from so far away

      

      
        
        Charm Test. . . Success!

        Ralph Kraus the Adventurer of Zagorath successfully Captured!

      

        

      
        Human (Cothslar)

        Name: Ralph Kraus

        Core: Infernal/Nature

        Rarity: Magic

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Demonic Guardian, Hellborn)

      

      

      

      “Interesting,” I said as I read the text floating in front of my eyes.

      “What is it, Master?” Ralph asked. He still sounded the same, but I knew he was completely under my command now. He would never betray me, even if the allures of the other realms beckoned to him.

      “You are now my fourth champion,” I said.

      His eyes shone with pride. “You won’t regret this honor you’ve bestowed on me.”

      “There is more. I see you have an evolutionary path. I believe I can reach my core from here, so how about I invest the power of Zagorath into you?”

      After increasing in power, I could know manipulate essence while far away from my core. How far exactly? I didn’t know, but I was willing to give it a shot.

      “I would like that very much,” Ralph answered.

      “Is it really necessary?” Puck said. “A lowly human like him could never become truly powerful.”

      I ignored the Shade as I called out to my dungeon core and requested Soul Essence. It felt so very far away, but it responded. I realized that it wasn’t actually traveling the actual distance between my current location and Zagorath, but using a kind of wormhole, something akin to a travel stone.

      I poured 500 Soul Essence entered my body and flowed into Ralph Kraus. I selected the Guardian evolution, and his form twisted and morphed. Two small horns grew from the sides of his head, and his skin took on a shade of scarlet. His torso bucked as he bent over and heaved. Ridges grew along his spine until they became two-inch spikes, and a tail shot free of his pants. The new appendage ended in an arrow tip and flashed around his body as he stood.

      “It will be difficult for him to blend in with the guild now,” Puck commented from behind me.

      “Here,” I said to Ralph. “Have my cloak. You can hide your horns within its cowl. Your tail can be tucked into your waistband.”

      “Thank you, Master.” His voice carried a harsh edge, and I noticed elongated canines had formed inside his mouth.

      Now, Ralph was so much more than a human adventurer. He was now a Demonic Guardian, and he would serve Zagorath for the rest of his days. If he died, then he would return to my dungeon core, and I could resurrect him at the price of Essence.

      The breastplate he’d taken from Elohin had been destroyed during the evolution, and he could benefit from a new pair of pants. Still, he had Elohin’s glaive and the weapon I’d crafted for him, Zagorath’s Chosen Great Sword. His new form boasted great strength and speed. I imagined it would prove quite powerful when combined with the Swiftness +3 and Might +3 seals I’d crafted into his sword.

      “Ralph,” I said. “Give me the glaive. I need as many seals as I can get for when the Sap Lords come to Zagorath.”

      He handed the weapon to me, and I inspected the remnants of the breastplate. The Manipulate Earth seal was broken in half, and I doubted it could be preserved. Even so, I removed what remained of the breastplate from Ralph’s chest and held it in the crook of my arm. I ordered Puck to hand over the elven bow and chainmail. Once I had them comfortably in my hands, I turned to my champions.

      “Ensure the Deadeye Guild remain faithful to their promise,” I said. “If you sense any hint of betrayal, you will end them. When the administrators have been dealt with, I want Puck to return. Ralph, you will stay here to ensure the Sap Lords know that Zagorath is to blame.”

      “Understood, Master,” Ralph replied.

      “I would be all too pleased to gut the bearded midget,” Puck said with a grin. “And those two humans,” he added.

      “We made them a promise that they will be safe,” I said. “Ensure it is kept.”

      I watched the two champions leave the forest and enter Elderwood House, Ralph now a hulking figure with my cloak wrapped around him and Puck a creature wrapped in shadows. They were a strange pair as they ascended the great tree, but no one stopped them. Ralph received a few wary glances, but no one stopped him. Puck’s presence either scared them, or Bolnir had told the rest of the guild that he was an ally in their cause. Either way, their ascent to the Sage’s opulent house was unimpeded.

      After they entered the dwelling, I took a few seconds to appreciate Elderwood House. It would be mine soon, and every member of the Deadeye Guild would soon praise the name of Zagorath. Once they learned I’d dealt with their oppressors.

      Then, they’d have a new overlord. I would be just and fair, at least, so long as they obeyed my commands.

      I started back toward the travel stone as I considered Ralph’s evolution. It had been impressive, no doubt, but it had also proven the extent of my powers. I could complete an evolution while I was miles away from my dungeon core. It spoke of all kinds of possibilities. Could I become a walking dungeon? Could I eventually manipulate the world beyond my dungeon in the same manner I controlled Zagorath?

      And yet that lofty goal, if it were even possible, seemed so far away.

      Adventurers entering Zagorath were few and far between, and my dungeon was growing too slowly. I hadn’t forgotten about Entropy, either, and they would surely learn of Zagorath soon. When they did, my dungeon had to be ready. These Sap Lords were the next step on the path to readiness.

      I soon entered the area of the forest where my travel stone was located. I marched toward the obelisk, eager to return to my home. I had many items to break down, a new skill to test, and evolving Ralph had made me think of something else. What if I could evolve Von Dominus? I’d never tried it before; I just hoped I had enough Soul Essence to give it a shot.

      The travel stone glistened in the morning light as I drew close to it. I placed a hand on the obelisk’s cool surface and channeled Infernal Essence directly into it. The teleportation kicked in, and my world turned into a whirling tunnel of stars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The familiar presence of Zagorath met me as my essence coalesced back into a solid form. I took a deep breath of the brimstone-scented air.

      Home at last.

      Bertha stepped out from behind a pillar, and her halberd twirled in her hands as a satisfied smile flitted over her features. My champion bowed and lowered her weapon. “You have returned, Master.”

      “I have.” I dropped the items I’d taken from the other realm at my feet. The sparkling pile of loot made a satisfying clatter.

      “You were successful?” Abby’s voice penetrated my mind a second before her avatar materialized in front of me. Her blond hair had a few drops of blood in it, and I half-wondered whether my two champions had been sparring. No, the dungeon was different. More powerful. Adventurers had come to Zagorath, and these two beautiful women had killed them.

      “I was successful, yes,” I said. “And it seems you’ve also had a victory.”

      Bertha attempted to hide a grin, but it was clear she felt proud. “Yes, Master. The little lightning spark showed true strength.”

      “Dom gave me a few words of wisdom before he left,” Abby added with a giggle.

      “Half-orcs?” I asked.

      “Trolls this time,” Bertha said. “I believe a few might have been distant cousins.”

      “They were your family?” Abby’s expression became crestfallen. “I’m sorry, Bertha. I wouldn’t have taken so much pleasure in zapping them if I’d known.”

      “It’s no matter,” the half-troll said. “I was glad to end their lives in service to Zagorath.”

      “Uhh . . . okay.” Abby shuddered a little, and it seemed that my dungeon girlfriend still hadn’t learned what it meant to be a dungeon. “I want to hear about your adventurers.” She bounced on her feet. “Please, Dom, tell us.”

      I explained to Bertha and Abby all the details regarding how I’d met with the Deadeye Guild, entered Tyria’s dungeon, visited Elderwood Clearing, and brought Ralph into Zagorath’s fold as an evolved champion.

      But there was only one topic that seemed to interest my champions.

      “So this dungeon; you conquered her, didn’t you?” Abby asked as lightning danced across her fingertips.

      “Can you not smell it?” Bertha gripped her halbert tightly. “He carries the scent of wet soil and fresh sap.”

      “I conquered Tyria, yes,” I said.

      “Will she be joining us here?” Abby asked.

      “I have taken of her gifts, but she will remain in the Nature Realm. She is currently tied with a greater dungeon called Maya.”

      “You will free her?” Bertha asked.

      “In time. For now, I want to see the prizes waiting for me.”

      I dissolved Von Dominus and transferred my consciousness into my core. As soon as I entered my blood-red gem, I felt the presence of more essence in its facets. It wasn’t just Storm and Infernal Essence from when my champions farmed minions. There was Soul Essence, too. My core brimmed with pride. Bertha and Abby had done well.

      After only a few seconds, a flurry of notifications appeared before my mind’s eye. Most were items I’d already broken down before, so they only provided me with 3,250 Physical Essence and no new blueprints.

      But there was one item that caught my eye.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Chaotic Hell Hammer (Troll Iron)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Chaos Nova

        Chaos Nova produces a nova around the wielder that confuses enemies. Effect is lessened by the intelligence of an enemy. Higher levels increase its effect.

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed a Hell Hammer (Troll Iron)

        Physical Essence + 188

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed the Chaos Nova Seal

        Infernal Essence + 1,000

      

      

      

      My dungeon senses rolled over the hammer’s blueprint and appreciated its craftsmanship. Skilled hands had forged the metal head, and a delicate artisan had created a powerful seal into its surface. My powers reached into the weapon’s very nature like wisps of insight and broke it down into its constituent elements.

      “A hammer, eh?” I thought to myself. “And a seal that confuses enemies?”

      Both components of the weapon were excellent additions to my repertoire, and I figured each of them could be gifted to my champions. The hammer for Abby, and the Chaos Nova seal for Bertha.

      I crafted another hammer with Zagorath Alloy and placed it in the Antechamber, in front of the Hellbat statue.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted an Item!

        Hell Hammer (Zagorath Alloy)

        Rarity: Magic

        Seals: None

        Cost: 188 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      I couldn’t enchant the hammer because Abby could only use Storm magic, and I had no seals of that type. Still, it was a fitting weapon for the kind of warrior I envisaged she would become.

      With the Chaos Nova seal in mind for Bertha, I constructed a Burnished Bronze ring and enchanted it.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Crafted an Item!

      

        

      
        Chaotic Ring (Burnished Bronze)

        Rarity: Magic

        Seals: Chaos Nova

        Chaos Nova produces a nova around the wielder that confuses enemies. Effect is lessened by the intelligence of an enemy. Higher levels increase its effect.

        Cost: 1,000 Physical Essence, 1,00 Infernal Essence

      

      

      

      I called my champions into the Antechamber and presented Abby with the hammer and Bertha with the ring.

      “It’s wonderful,” Abby said as she swung the hammer sideways. Lightning coursed along the weapon and trailed above her head.

      I knew crafting the item for her would be a good idea. She was the perfect picture of a female Thor, except my version was created for reasons beyond capitulation to certain vocal groups. She was the product of my own ingenuity and power. She was beautiful.

      Bertha slipped the ring onto her finger, and black veins suddenly appeared beneath the skin of her hand. “This ring carries great power,” she whispered.

      “It does. You’ll be able to confuse our enemies, but they’ll need low intelligence. It might work on more intelligent creatures, but I doubt it’ll last long or have too much of an effect.”

      The half-troll bowed. “Thank you, Master. I believe the troll who wielded the hammer attempted to use this spell on me. I cut off his head before he got the chance.”

      “It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Abby commented. “You’re far too smart for a spell like that.”

      Bertha hid her face, and it seemed she was blushing. I was glad my champions were getting along so well; I’d feared that adding members to what was now effectively a harem would lead to tension. I figured these two now shared an amicable relationship because they had a common goal: serving Zagorath. It made me think that Tyria might become an awkward third wheel if she didn’t bend the knee at some point. First, however, I needed to deal with these Sap Lords. Then, with their power, I could find Tyria’s mistress, Maya, and conquer her as well.

      I shifted my focus back to  the travel stone on the First Floor and consumed the equipment I’d brought back from my mission.

      

      
        
        Acquired Items!

        Elven Longbow (Hickory)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Nature

        Seals: None

      

        

      
        Elven Chainmail (Tarnished Silver)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Nature

        Seals: None

      

        

      
        Elven Dagger (Tarnished Silver)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Nature

        Seals: None

      

        

      
        Blustering Glaive (Tarnished Silver)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Nature

        Seals: Gust

        Gust produces a powerful wind around the wielder.

      

        

      
        Earthwielder’s Lamellar (Oiled Leather)

        Rarity: Magic

        Seals: Manipulate Earth

        Manipulate Earth shifts the earth within a small radius around the wielder.

      

        

      
        Flora Wand (Hickory)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Nature

        Seals: Manipulate Flora

        Manipulate Flora allows the wielder minor control over nearby plantlife.

      

        

      
        Consumed Items!

      

        

      
        Elven Longbow (Hickory)

        Physical Essence + 1,000

      

        

      
        Elven Chainmail (Tarnished Silver)

        Physical Essence + 563

      

        

      
        Elven Dagger (Tarnished Silver)

        Physical Essence + 400

      

        

      
        Glaive (Tarnished Silver)

        Physical Essence + 280

      

        

      
        Gust Seal

        Nature Essence + 1,000

      

        

      
        Earthwielder’s Lamellar (Oiled Leather)

        Physical Essence + 135

      

        

      
        Manipulate Earth Seal

        Nature Essence + 2,000

      

        

      
        Flora Wand (Hickory)

        Physical Essence + 500

      

        

      
        Manipulate Flora

        Nature Essence + 2,000

      

        

      
        Gained Blueprints!

        Elven Longbow

        Elven Chainmail

        Elven Dagger

        Glaive

        Lamellar

        Wand

      

        

      
        Gained Seals!

        Gust (Nature)

        Manipulate Earth (Nature)

        Manipulate Flora (Nature)

      

        

      
        Gained Crafting Materials!

        Tarnished Silver

        Hickory

        Oiled Leather

      

      

      

      Neither Abby nor Bertha could use the Nature seals, and I discovered after some time inspecting the items that I couldn’t either. It seemed that conquering Tyria hadn’t provided me with this benefit. Well, Ralph was becoming more and more of an important player in my schemes. With the Nature Sigil he’d gained from the Sage, he could use any one of these magical abilities.

      I figured I owed my adventurer a few items for a job well done, so I crafted two rings. He’d recently evolved, so I made sure they would fit his large fingers. The first held Manipulate Flora while the other stored the Gust spell.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Created the Floral Ring and Blustering Ring

        Cost: 5,000 Nature Essence, 2,000 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      With these new items, Ralph would become a veritable powerhouse. I had taken some plants from Tyria’s dungeon, so I took them from within my avatar’s belt pouches and consumed them.

      

      
        
        Consumed Curing Leaves

        Nature Essence +10, Physical Essence +20

      

        

      
        Gained Crafting Materials!

        Curing Leaves

      

      

      

      My Throne Room could use something a little organic, so I used the Curing Leaves to form a few small saplings beside my throne. Without more Nature Essence, I couldn’t manipulate them to grow any larger, but they would mature in time. I figured they would provide passive resources of an essence type I desperately needed.

      I wasn’t exactly a horticulturist, but the presence of these little plants was a kind of trophy. I might have been the first Infernal Core with its own garden for quite some time—possibly ever.

      I was starting to grow tired of crafting new items, but I’d made myself a promise to enchant a Nature Seal onto the Frightening Baselard, so I drew the dagger out from my jewel and gave it Manipulate Earth.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Created the Frightening Earthen Baselard

        Cost: 2,000 Nature Essence

      

      

      

      While I wouldn’t be able to use the spell yet, I figured I’d find someone to forge a Nature Sigil into my avatar’s flesh. Until then, I would have to be satisfied with battling the Sap Lords. They would be here soon, but there was one thing I wanted to try first. Well, two, counting my Beast Affinity skill.

      Evolving Ralph had given me an idea. I summoned Von Dominus into my Throne Room but didn’t enter his mind. I needed all my concentration and power to enact this next task. The Tainted Elf stood like an avatar in a character selection screen, eyes vacant and chest rising as he breathed. I let my consciousness roll over him and pour over every cell in his body. At the same time, I grasped hold of every faction of Soul Essence. There it was: a link between my gem and the avatar. I poured the essence into that bridge, and my avatar’s eyes suddenly widened. White energy exploded from his eye sockets and his mouth, until a blinding light consumed him.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Successfully Evolved Von Dominus!

        Cost: 1,300 Soul Essence

      

        

      
        Von Dominus Increased in Power!

        Class (Lord) → Class (Monarch)

        Enthrall (Skill) → Greater Enthrall (Skill)

        New Perk: Dungeon Acuity

      

      

      

      In the old avatar’s place stood a new figure, surrounded by an aura of shadows. His eyes glowed like golden gems with pupils so dark, they seemed to swallow the little light. He was still reminiscent of an elf and cut a rather handsome figure. Every part of him communicated deadly strength and lethal speed.

      My dungeon trembled in anticipation as I inserted my mind into the evolved avatar. I felt less disconnected from my core in this new form. I wanted to show Abby and Bertha my improved avatar, and before I’d even finished the thought, my body dissolved. I figured something had gone wrong, but then, my body materialized from the floor of the Antechamber, and I was standing between Bertha and Abby.

      “By all that’s Infernal. . . “ Bertha whispered. “Is that you, Dom?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I admired the increased musculature of my new avatar. “I was given a new ability. Dungeon Acuity. I think it allows me to move Von Dominus through the dungeon at will, even when my consciousness isn’t inside my core.”

      Abby’s mouth dropped. “You’re even more powerful than before.”

      “Thanks to you. It took every last drop of the Soul Essence you won when the trolls came here.”

      “Then, I suppose we’ll be waiting until the Sap Lords arrive?” Bertha asked.

      “Not yet. There’s one more thing.”

      Abby raised an eyebrow. “Really? What else could you possibly do inside Zagorath? It’s already far stronger than my dungeon ever was.”

      “The Beast Affinity I gained from Tyria,” I said. “I want to use it.”

      “For what?” Bertha asked.

      “To bring a varidu into Zagorath.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The chained varidus had been on my mind a while. Ralph and his pack of Sand Pirates had decimated their numbers before diving into my halls. If I could catch one and bend it to my will, it would be a fearsome addition to the Chasm. I didn’t know much about the creatures, but Bertha had grown up on Shadow Crag Mountain, so I asked her about them.

      “What would you like to know?” my champion replied.

      “I wish to capture one alive and bring it inside my halls. What can they do? What benefits would they provide to Zagorath?”

      Bertha frowned at my words. “They’re wild, feral, and quite large. They attack anything that draws close to them. They consume birds, straggler Sulfur Gnomes, and scavenge any unfortunate flesh that happens to step into their territory.”

      “I can calm them,” I said.

      My Enthrall ability had just become more powerful, so I was almost certain I could contain even a rabid monster’s mind. Together with Beast Affinity, the varidu wouldn’t stand a chance against me.

      “They are chained to the mountaintop. To bring them here, you’d first need to break their chain—a difficult feat in itself. Then, somehow fit their body through the entrance to Zagorath.”

      “I could always expand my entrance,” I suggested.

      “And what if the Sap Lords were to come while you were busy excavating? You have certainly become stronger, but you are still a slave to time.”

      “You’re right. Excavating the entrance tunnels would leave me vulnerable to attack.”

      “Perhaps the varidus are too much work as well. Even with your new Beast Affinity skill, they will prove difficult monsters to tame. They truly are vicious creatures. The males are much larger and more aggressive. The females are incredibly protective of their hatchlings and eggs—”

      I interrupted her. “Hatchlings?”

      “Yes. Baby varidus. They’re unbound. Not tethered to the mountain. But trying to take one from their brood is suicide.”

      “With you by my side, champion, I’m sure we’ll succeed.”

      Bertha was still hesitant. “Why would you desire a hatchling? Surely, if you seek these beasts for their power, you’d want one of the fully grown creatures?”

      The monsters of the Infernal Realm grew in power in proximity to a dungeon. It was one of the main reasons why both Bertha and Puck had chosen to side with me. They knew that it was a sure-fire way to grow in personal power. But there was a commonality between all the creatures of Lilith’s Realm. They all shed Infernal Essence when they died.

      But I could do the reverse. I could infuse Infernal Essence into things. Could I make a hatchling grow into a fully formed adult, just by inserting demonic energy into it? Hell, it was worth a try. And it would save me a whole lot of time. I could leave my dungeon for little more than an hour, and I doubted Puck and Ralph would have completed their task by then.

      “We’ll take a hatchling,” I told my champion.

      Bertha nodded but couldn’t hide her concern.

      I lifted her head in my hand. In my new form, my palm almost dwarfed the half-troll’s head. “Meet me at the entrance to Zagorath, and we’ll catch ourselves a varidu.”

      She raced toward the corridor. I watched her leave and couldn’t help but smile at her unquestioning obedience. She was a token of my existence in the Sinarius Realms. The half-troll would follow me to hell and back if I simply asked her.

      I closed my eyes and felt for Abby’s consciousness, stored within her sapphiric core in my Throne Room.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “I’m leaving the dungeon. I shouldn’t be more than an hour. Bertha is coming with me.”

      “And what if you have visitors? Will I be entertaining them alone?”

      “I won’t be far. Send a lightning bolt through the sky, and I’ll see it.”

      “Or I could just kill them all myself. I’ve gotten much better, you know.”

      “I know,” I said. But she wouldn’t be able to take the Sap Lords.

      In my newly evolved Monarch Class form, I simply thought about my dungeon’s entrance, and Von Dominus teleported there. My avatar slipped out of the obsidian floor and pieced himself together out of the shadows.

      Bertha appeared a moment later and raced up the narrow entrance staircase. We stepped out of Zagorath together and moved across the peak toward the varidus’ nests. The sky was bathed in an orange glow, and scorched lands stretched from east to west.

      This was my realm, and yet I’d seen so little of it. I hadn’t forgotten about Lilith creating more Infernal Dungeons, but that was an investigation for another day. I had to remain focused, and thinking about the existence of other cores like me would only serve to distract.

      My elf’s razor-sharp hearing detected movement ahead. Something was scrambling against loose slate and small pebbles. I motioned for Bertha to slow as I took the lead and brandished a dagger. I kept my back to the cliff to our left and continued to creep forward.

      A small plateau opened up before us. Ages-old workmen had hewn out a space centuries ago. It was too neat to be purely natural. It was impressive, but not as impressive as the varidus that populated it.

      I assumed the largest were males, and they had red and black streaks through their feathers. Enormous claws curled out of their wings, while serrated beaks extended from their bald heads. The bigger males could’ve scooped up a school bus and tossed it off the plateau. Thick chains of black metal encircled their slender, birdlike necks and fixed them to the mountain.

      The bodies of the fully grown females were almost the size of an SUV and were feathered with subdued shades of black and gray. These, too, were bound with chains.

      It took me a moment to find our prey. The hatchlings were clustered in nests against the cliff wall to the left. Each of them were about the size of a German Shepherd.

      The females didn’t stray far from their nests and clutches of eggs. Most of the birdlike monsters napped lazily in the sun with their heads tucked under their wings.

      Bertha laid a hand on my shoulder. “How are we going to approach this, Master?”

      My Enthrall ability needed two seconds to fix onto a target and bring it fully under my will. We only needed one hatchling. I didn’t have time to steal half a brood of varidus. The hatchlings prowled around, stumbling a little as they moved. It didn’t look as if they could fly yet.

      I needed a few seconds with one of them alone.

      “I need you to distract the larger ones,” I whispered. “Just run through them. Don’t attack any of them, if you can help it. I only need their focus off me for a few moments.” A thought occurred to me. “How likely are they to follow us?”

      “Very likely,” Bertha muttered darkly. “But their chains will work in our favor.”

      I nodded. “On three. One—”

      I found the best candidate in an instant: a curious hatchling ambling about 30 feet from where we lay hidden above them. Right beside one of the mother’s nests.

      “Two.”

      Bertha coiled beside me like a champion track runner.

      “One.”

      I tightened my grip on the dagger and fed off the ocean of Infernal Essence that swirled within my Tainted Elf. My eyes didn’t leave the hatchling as I gave the order.

      “Go.”

      I dashed forward as Bertha leapt over me, spun gracefully through the air, and landed almost in the middle of the plateau. The reaction of the monsters was instant. The varidus wheeled on her as an ear-splitting screech filled the air. I raced toward the young varidu, and its black beak shot straight toward my chest with lightning speed. I twisted and caught hold of the hatchling’s crest. The whole plateau seemed to shake as the brood-mother behind me shrieked.

      I spun around as the giant monster reared and lifted its claws to strike. Before it could carve me apart, I jumped with my empowered legs and sprung into the air. The varidu-mother couldn’t avoid my dagger as I slammed it beneath the monster’s chin and skewered its brains. I landed on my feet, the hatchling still gripped firmly in my left hand. I raised the struggling creature up and stared deep into its eyes. It was simple to reach out with my consciousness and find the bestial bundle of instincts in the hatchling’s mind. I scrambled through the tangle of sensations and pain, then something finally gave way inside its mind.

      

      Charm test. . . Success!

      Varudi Hatchling Successfully Enthralled!

      

      Now, I wouldn’t have to worry about the creature trying to free itself from my grasp.

      The deafening screeching grew louder as every brood-mother became aware of intruders to their nests. Bertha stood in the middle of two males, and she barely kept them at bay with her halberd. If these creatures could give my champion trouble, then this hatchling could very well become a prize worthy of Zagorath.

      I simply had to ensure I returned with it. I knew Bertha could be re-summoned if she died inside my dungeon, but I had no idea whether she could be resurrected if she fell on this plateau. I also hadn’t discovered what dying meant for Von Dominus yet—so it was time to leave.

      The crackle of loose rock behind me warned me of the incoming mother of the brood. Instinct had me dive to the left, and a beak snapped at the air where I’d been half a second before.

      “We’re leaving!” I shouted as I dropped the hatchling and drew my second dagger.

      I turned my eyes back to the infant varidu I’d Enthralled. I reached inside its mind and stirred up the emotion of fear. The creature’s flight-or-fight mindset kicked in, and it raced across the plateau, back toward my dungeon.

      A sudden wave of dark energy pulsed across the mountaintop, and blood sprayed through the air as Bertha took the head off a varidu male, and the other male she’d been fighting stampeded toward me. I released a Fright spell with a simple mental command, and the varidu stopped in its tracks. Before I could finish it off, Bertha drove the spiked end of her halberd into its back.

      “Was that dark energy from Chaos Nova?” I asked her.

      “A worthy spell,” Bertha said.

      More varidus rushed toward us, their chains not short enough to prevent them from closing the distance. I wanted to stick around and fight, but I had more important things to do. I cast a second wave of Fear on them, and they cowered for a second. It allowed Bertha and I to escape from the plateau without the need to spill anymore blood.

      The varidus were creatures of this realm, and I wanted to keep as many of them on the mountaintop as possible. They provided an excellent ambience for any adventurer traveling toward Zagorath’s entrance.

      More beaks snaked outward and snapped at our heels. Adrenaline coursed through my body as I pumped my legs and stayed one step ahead of the varidus. The varidus scrambled after us and howled primal screeches that reeked of carrion and death. Then, came the sound of chains snapping tight, and I knew we’d escaped with our lives.

      I’d expected to be out of breath, but it seemed my Monarch Class had much more stamina than my Lord had possessed.

      “You did it,” Bertha said as we marched back to Zagorath.

      “I told you I would. Now, where the hell is that hatching?” I could still sense its fear, so I knew it was alive and hadn’t scurried off a cliff.

      “There.” Bertha motioned toward a clump of rocks where a feathered lump was trying its best to remain unseen.

      “Come to me,” I commanded, and the creature left its hiding place. “You’re going to be one of my minions. If you’re anything like your kin, you’ll be worthy of Zagorath.”

      The auburn light vanished as we stepped into Zagorath’s dimly lit depths. I led the varidu through the Antechamber to the halls of the Pretzel. I moved it carefully around the traps of Zagorath until we reached the precipice of the Chasm.

      It was only then that I dissolved Von Dominus and took control of my dungeon once more. Bertha watched my Tainted Elf melt into the floor and retreated back to her favorite place in the Antechamber. I felt a flood of affection for my first champion. Bertha smiled at the touch of my core and settled back into a meditative pose.

      The confused varidu hatchling croaked softly as my Enthrallment began to wear off. It was an impressive creature. It was small, sure, but those monsters on the mountainside weren’t exactly fluffy little puppies. They were killing machines.

      A thought occurred to me, and I touched Bertha’s mind. “How do the infant varidus become tethered to the mountain?”

      She kept her eyes closed as she smiled at the question. “I’m not entirely sure outside of the legends, Master, but I’ve heard tell there’s a Beastmaster who once lingered on Shadow Crag and tended to its creatures.”

      Huh. A Beastmaster, capable of weaving a magic that allowed him near the varidus and even let him chain them to the mountain? Sounded like a useful ally, or a powerful enemy. I stored the information in the facets of my gem for later evaluation and reached toward the varidu once again.

      The infant monster’s eyes were clear and curious as it peered around at the Chasm.

      I tentatively reached out to its mind. The varidu didn’t have the same properties as an adventurer or any of my other minions within my dungeon. It was a creature that both belonged and didn’t belong within Zagorath. I probed into the little varidu’s mind and effortlessly found my way inside it.

      It was time to test Beast Affinity.

      I searched within my core for some means of activating it and realized almost instantly that I hadn’t asked Tyria how to use the ability. I knew that it would only allow me to summon as many beasts as I’d captured—so one varidu would have to suffice—but how the fuck did I activate it?

      Frustration boiled within my gem as the answer remained hidden. I searched the facets of my gem, the essences within it, and all the blueprints I’d mastered during my short time in the Sinarius Realms. When I’d almost considered the task fruitless, I discovered a tiny green glow inside my gem. At first, I thought it was simply stray Nature Essence, but as I focused on the little light, I realized it was something else entirely. It carried the image of Tyria, and I was reminded of the beautiful nymph I’d conquered. I concentrated on the symbol until my mind blossomed with understanding.

      Like all dungeons, Tyria possessed a natural understanding of her abilities, and since I’d made some small part of her mine, I also had that understanding. It merely required a little work to reveal it.

      I aimed my dungeon senses upon the varidu, now almost completely rid of my powers. When my ethereal fingers touched the creature, it recoiled, but I forced a portion of the ground to extend. Obsidian snaked out from the floor like a slime and smothered the hatchling. Slowly, inch by inch, I consumed the hatchling like I’d eaten weapons, armor, and magical seals.

      

      
        
        Taming test. . . Success!

        Varudi Hatchling Successfully Tamed!

      

      

      

      With a simple thought, I re-summoned the hatchling. Instead of fear in its mind, it knew only devotion. Devotion for Von Dominus. Devotion for Zagorath.

      I sent the varidu further down the stairs and made sure to keep it hopping over the trigger-points for my stair pitfall trap. The creature halted on the platform in front of the Throne Room.

      The Beast Affinity skill meant I couldn’t summon more than one because I’d only captured one, but what if I could make this one more powerful by filling it with Infernal Essence? It was time to test the theory.

      I experimented and probed raw Infernal Essence at the creature. The hatchling drank it in greedily as dark energy curled around its body. Slowly, it began to grow and morph. Muscle filled out its gangly frame as new feathers sprouted and lengthened its wings. In a matter of minutes, my new pet was almost too big for the platform. Shining claws gripped the edge of the obsidian walkway. Hunger roared through its mind.

      It didn’t take me long to spawn a Hellbat from my soul forge. I sent my minion down to the Chasm. I fought the Hellbat’s instincts for a moment before I overwhelmed its mind and set it on my new pet. The varidu exploded off its perch to meet the coming threat. Wings flared as a glittering sheen of black and red raced through its feathers.

      I’d had some luck in securing a male.

      The varidu took off and glided over the Chasm. Its beak shot out and snapped up the Hellbat. My new monster tore the unfortunate minion in half and consumed its flesh. Zagorath’s varidu screeched happily as its massive wings beat the air while it circled the Chasm.

      I fed my pet a few more Hellbats, poured more Infernal Essence into him, and watched as he grew.

      He stretched his brand-new wings, screeched ever louder, and startled the Lightning Imps. I took some time to convince him that the Lightning Imps weren’t to be trifled with.

      I hollowed out a maze-like structure in the razor-sharp stalagmites at the bottom of the Chasm and sent the new beast of Zagorath to dwell inside it. I needed to call him something, so I settled upon the name of my old horse from Enter the DarkRealms.

      “Hellwind,” I said. “Hellwind the Unchained Varidu.”

      I had a pet monster. Now, it was time to redecorate my dungeon.

      “You’re back,” Abby said as her consciousness touched mine.  “And I see you’ve brought something back with you. What’s her name?”

      “His name,” I corrected. “He’s Hellwind.”

      “A lovely name,” she said.

      “Thank you.” This version of Hellwind was much more powerful and striking than the one I’d used for my character in Enter the DarkRealms. “There’s one final thing I need to welcome the Sap Lords. I doubt they’ll make it this far, but what’s a Throne Room without a—”

      “Throne?” Abby finished for me.

      “Exactly.”

      I reached out and found the plinth where the dungeon cores rested. The small iron pillar shifted under my careful application of Physical Essence. It lengthened, widened, and formed itself into a shining centerpiece.

      A throne of Obsidian Alloy. The Throne of Zagorath.

      My dungeon core shifted as I detailed the new item. My heart slid into the back of the tall chair and shone with a blood-red light. I placed Abby’s gem below it, and her sapphiric core sparkled happily at my ministrations.

      “Are you going to warn me before you start turning me into an adornment for your seat of power?” she grumbled.

      I knew she was faking the displeasure because I could feel her admiring my latest addition.

      “Sure,” I said. “Next time.”

      I took my map of the Infernal Realms that I’d received from Lilith and turned it into a vast ornament on the Throne Room floor. A little flair was required, so I traced each of detail of the map with a slight trace of trollish iron.

      Obsidian spikes jutted out of the walls at my command; I figured there was nothing wrong with a little environmental advantage. I placed a Siphoning Stone on the far wall to pick up any leftover essence from corpses or my champions. There was no need for Crystal Skulls to illuminate the room because the light from my blood-red core and Abby’s sapphire-blue core bathed it in a purplish hue.

      I retreated into my dungeon heart and finally relaxed. We were going to wreak havoc on the Sap Lords.

      “How long have Puck and Ralph been gone?” Abby broke me from my moment of peace.

      “A while,” I said as I started to understand her meaning. “Perhaps a while too long.”

      I immediately summoned Von Dominus, grabbed the two rings I’d crafted as a reward for Ralph, and started marching toward the travel stone.

      “You’re leaving already?” Abby asked.

      It didn’t take long for Bertha to join her at the travel stone.

      I placed my palm on the obsidian and started to feel my body being drained into the travel stone when a firm hand clamped over my shoulder. I withdrew my hand and saw Bertha standing beside me.

      “There’s something I want to ask of you,” she said. Her emerald eyes carried a seriousness I’d never seen before, and it was clear she was worried I might deny her request.

      “What do you desire?”

      Abby frowned from the other side of the travel stone. “Bertha, this really isn’t the time for a little romp. Dom has things to—”

      “Quiet, little spark,” the half-troll said, and Abby promptly shut her mouth. “When theses Sap Lords come, I want to fight them as a true champion.”

      “And you will.”

      “I don’t believe you understand. I desire to fight with them without your help. Allow your traps, minions, and champions to do as they’re designed by the gods. Wait in the Throne Room. If these Sap Lords prove too powerful for your other creations, then Von Dominus can fight them.”

      Bertha’s proposition seemed like a great risk, one I wouldn’t have accepted willingly a few weeks ago. But I cared for the half-troll, and it was clear how much this request meant to her.

      “What do you think of this proposition?” I asked Abby.

      “I’m with Bertha. I was a dungeon before, and now I’m something else. Not quite a dungeon core and not quite a champion. I want to know what it’s like to be a true champion. I figure it’s no trouble if I die; you can always resummon me.”

      I set my jaw. “And if you lose, and Von Dominus can’t stop these lords? What then? Will Zagorath’s core be given over to our enemies?” We all shared a look before I burst into laughter. Bertha and Abby laughed along with me, and I wished I could have taken them all then and there.

      But a menage a trois would have to wait for another time.

      “Thank you, Master,” Bertha said. “We will show you how far we’ve come since joining Zagorath.”

      “I know you will.”

      Bertha and Abby hadn’t ventured far from the dungeon since I’d brought them here. Letting them prove themselves would be the intelligent decision. It would keep their motivations high. I refused to torture them or force them against their will, so this kind of intrinsic motivation could work wonders.

      “I’ll be back shortly. I may come with the Sap Lords on my heels. Be ready for my return.”

      I stretched out both my arms and took hold of the Gorengar Travel Stone. My body tore apart and reassembled on the other side. A canopy of trees and moss-covered rocks greeted me. The scent of dew and rotting leaves filled my nostrils.

      Where was the most likely place to find Puck and Ralph?

      Elderwood House.
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      Ralph flexed his new muscles and felt them brimming with power. Ever since Von Dominus had evolved him, every part of him had increased in size. The cloak his master had given him could barely hide the little thorns on either side of his head or the ridges that grew along his spine. He was now a monster, like every other member of Zagorath.

      But he couldn’t be happier.

      He remembered his upbringing on Cothslar and how the other villagers had laughed at him. His mother had said he was special, that he would become something one day. And here he was, a man who’d become a demon, an adventurer who’d become a dungeon champion.

      Yet, there was someone else who’d promised him that he would do great things. An old man with a white beard, who wielded a staff with a light crystal cradled at its top. Who was that man?

      It mattered little now. He had a mission.

      “Are you going to knock? Or did the master evolve you into a half-wit?” Puck asked from beside him.

      Ralph let his thoughts pass as he rapped on the doorframe.

      Bolnir opened the door, and his pipe flew from his mouth as his eyes took in Ralph’s new form. The dwarf reached behind the door and grabbed his axe.

      “This hulking brute is Ralph,” Puck explained.

      “What happened to him?” Vaughn asked from behind the dwarf, his voice edged with concern.

      “My master provided me with greater power,” Ralph answered. The words seemed a little strange coming from his mouth, and his tongue had trouble forming them around his large canines.

      “Von Dominus truly has power beyond imagining,” Quinn said as he approached the door.

      “You got that right.” Bolnir eyed Ralph warily.

      “You don’t need to fear me,” Ralph said. “I am as loyal to my master as ever. He promised that you would not be harmed, so you won’t be.”

      “Now that everyone knows that the stable boy has become a giant demon,” Puck began, “shall we discuss our plan for tomorrow?”

      “Right,” Bolnir said as he beckoned the dungeon champions inside.

      

      That evening, the plan to waylay the taxation convoy began to take shape. Ralph listened to the Deadeye Guild’s scheme and how they could assist in the destruction of the tax collectors without breaking their oaths. It was a simple plan, and one that Ralph would happily enact. Except all he could think about was how delicious these adventurers looked. The mere scent of them caused his stomach to groan, and the roasted pig they offered did little to satiate his hunger. Only after snatching a rat as it scurried across the table and swallowing it in a single gulp did he feel satisfied.

      This evolution thing was a whole lot stranger than he’d first anticipated.

      As the night wore on, the last of the plans were set in motion. Together with Bolnir, Puck and Ralph ventured into Grynwild Forest. Unlike the last time he’d entered the verdant landscape, Ralph felt an itch beneath his skin, and the aroma of sap and pollen made his insides coil and twist.

      Was this the reason Puck hated the Nature Realm so much? Now that Ralph was more than human, this strange land irked him something fierce.

      “You’re on your own from here,” Bolnir muttered as they came to a clump of bushes. They were a rock’s throw from a well-worn track.

      “How long will the tax collectors be?” Ralph asked.

      “An hour, at most. They’ll be traveling from Avalonia, and they’d have left half a day ago. They’ll have themselves a few armed guards. “The Harrowbark brothers have laid out several thick logs across the road to block the convoy. They’ll be right pissed and wondering who blocked their path.”

      “And we’ll give them their answer,” Puck said.

      Ralph held out his hand to Bolnir. “Thank you.”

      The dwarf clasped it and smiled through his beard. “Wish I could stay with you, Ralph. I’d like to see what this new version of you can do.”

      “Your oaths come first,” Ralph said, and he held the dwarf’s hand for a few seconds longer than necessary. He desired to crush it in his massive hands, to crumble the bones to dust. Ralph shook off the feeling and released Bolnir’s hand.

      The dwarf looked at him with concern but didn’t say anything.

      “Wait for the signal,” Ralph said as he tried not to think about harming the dwarf. Why did he have such a deep-seated desire to harm him? Bolnir had befriended him and given a warm welcome to the guild house.

      Was it Ralph’s new form that made him feel this way?  

      “We will,” Bolnir replied. “May Eveline watch over you.”

      “Bah!” Puck spat. “Lilith is the only goddess whose gaze we care for.”

      The dwarf chuckled. “Light the signal when you’re done.” He turned and vanished into the undergrowth.

      Ralph ran over the plan for the ambush in his mind. Bolnir had given enough details to know what to expect from their visitors. Their weapons held basic sigils that boosted their injury recovery. The dwarf suspected that their magic didn’t increase their speed or their strength.

      “Now, we wait,” Ralph murmured to the silence of the forest.

      “Yes, my favorite part,” Puck snorted. “I will scout ahead.”

      The Shade disappeared and left Ralph alone to his thoughts. He hadn’t slept a wink the night before, but his new form didn’t seem to need much sleep. The chirping of birds and wind rustling through the trees didn’t feel so compelling anymore. He’d loved this land only a day ago, but now, it grated on him.

      Something scurried behind him, and his hand lashed out to catch a squirrel. Ralph peered into its eyes as it squirmed in his grip, but a swift chomp ended its struggles.

      As Ralph gobbled up the rest of the squirrel, Puck glided out of the shadows as his nigh-invisible cloak of magic slid away from him. “Are you ready, Kraus?”

      Ralph nodded. “More than ready. But I am hungry.”

      “The dozen eggs and two suckling pigs you ate for supper didn’t satisfy?”

      “They overcooked them all.”

      “The last suckling hadn’t even been roasted.”

      “Like I said, overcooked.” The memory of the squirrel he’d eaten mere moments ago seemed almost forgotten. And there was something else in his mind. Something that itched at him. A name. Alax—

      Before his mind could piece the name together, Puck spoke.

      “I saw the convoy. One covered wagon, two horses, perhaps six armed guards. Torches to light the way.” He shook his head. “I’m surprised they don’t have a bard and a bugler to announce their presence.”

      Ralph stretched and considered the odds. His skill with a blade was sufficient to battle one or two men. He hadn’t tested his new form in combat yet, but he was eager to see it in action. Bolnir had said these guards were powerful, but could they really stand a chance against two of Zagorath’s champions?

      The easiest way to defeat the convoy would be to wait until their wagon stopped and draw them out into the woods. If what Bolnir told Ralph was accurate, the tax collectors would be too proud to turn around and return to Avalonia  empty-handed.

      “How long do you suppose it’ll take the Sap Lords to hear of this?” Ralph asked Puck.

      “It’s half a day’s travel from the city. But we don’t know their capabilities. Perhaps their magic allows the lords to monitor their tax collectors. Which will bring them to our clutches all the faster.”

      “Is it. . .” Ralph hesitated. “Is it a stretch to warn Von Dominus that he could be biting off more than he can chew? If the lords are half as terrifying as Bolnir tells us—”

      “Are you doubting the master, Kraus?” Puck asked in a cold tone.

      Ralph shook his head. “Not in the slightest. I’m just wary of underestimating our enemy.”

      “Zagorath has consumed and destroyed every adventurer who has ever stepped into its depths, with you as the sole exception. You’d do well to remember that. There’s not a challenge that Master cannot overcome. The Sap Lords are simply the next link in the chain on the way to Entropy.”

      Ralph tried to relax as excitement charged through his body. Puck’s words had alleviated his worries. Besides, he was no longer an adventurer but a true champion of Zagorath. The horns and forked tail were just a bonus.

      A flickering glow flared in the distance as the tax collectors and their wagon rumbled down the track.

      The light grew stronger. Ralph checked his gear and appreciated the fact that the master’s cloak kept him hidden in the long shadows. These tax collectors thought they were invincible because they worked for the Sap Lords. The last thing that they expected was to be attacked enroute to a guild house.

      The wagon approached, closer now, so that Ralph could clearly see it. Two draft horses drew the wagon that stretched 10 feet backward and five across. A green canvas covered its precious cargo. The cart driver appeared both unarmed and unarmored, but the man beside him had a longbow resting in his lap.

      Two armored men marched ahead of the horses, their green and gold regalia glinting in the torchlight. Another pair of guards led the way on foot with torches in their hands. The final two lingered at the back and bore their own sources of light. The graceful step of the guards on foot indicated that they were elves. Each wore scabbards with curved elf-swords, but none carried shields. It would make the fight easier. Puck’s shadow-magic could take them out almost instantly once Ralph scored one good cut.

      “Best time to strike,” Ralph dared to whisper, “is just before they halt the cart.”

      The cart driver called out as he spotted the pile of logs blocking their path. The guards responded by baring their steel, and the forest rang out with the sounds of unsheathed swords.

      Puck dissolved into a cloud of shadows and cloaked both himself and Ralph under the cover of darkness. The wagon’s guards paced around their cargo as they searched the forest for any sign of foul play.

      With the darkness concealing him, Ralph drew his blade and ghosted through the wooded area. He paused behind a tree a few yards behind the wagon. The cloak of darkness completely hid the two dungeon champions from the dancing lights cast by the torches.

      The shadows clinging to Ralph’s body seemed to twist and slip away from the light as he drew closer to the torches. He fixed his eyes on his first target and moved.

      Zagorath’s Chosen gleamed as it claimed an elf’s head with a single swipe. Scarlet and black splattered the cart as the guard’s head spun away into the night. The second guard flinched as Ralph’s mouth pulled back into a feral snarl. The enemy’s face turned a pale white as Ralph drove his sword through the elf’s stomach. The guards half-drawn sword froze in its sheath as Zagorath’s Chosen took the life of yet another victim.

      Ralph twisted the blade deep into the guard’s torso and kicked the body off the point of his blade. Emerald light shone from carved sigils in the dead elf’s scabbarded weapon. He unsheathed the weapon with a swift pull. Now, two blades in hand, Ralph set upon a third guard. He slashed with every ounce of strength he had, and the elf’s head spun after it ripped free of his neck. Blood fountained as the detached skull bounced off the forest’s road.  The smell of brimstone flared as Infernal magic filled the air, and Ralph absorbed the flow of life-giving Nature Essence into his new sigil. It felt like water to a dying man in the Black Sands.

      “Demons!” The cry came from the cart driver. “Lilith’s Demons!”

      A savage grin crossed Ralph’s face as he started toward the rest of the guards. Shouts of alarm rang in the dark as Puck distracted the others. A huge miasma of black smoke rippled free and snuffed out the sources of light. The darkness of Grynwild morphed into a suffocating prison of black. Except Ralph’s new form could see as if it were the height of day.

      Ralph raced around the side of the cart as Puck ripped his long claws free of the driver’s throat. Scarlet spurted over the archer beside the dead man as the Shade wheeled away into the darkness. Puck’s voice crackled with malicious laughter.

      An elf hurtled out of the dark as Ralph spun the two blades in his hands. A single thought crossed his mind. Why did this method of dual-wielding feel so familiar? Where had he learned how to fight with a weapon in each hand?

      The green-cloaked elf struck, and the blade scraped past Ralph’s ribs. The champion cursed as the weapon punctured his flesh. He recovered and stepped with the motion as his opponent ripped the weapon free. The elf’s eyes widened as Ralph whipped his twin swords through the air, but the elf parried it and grunted at the strength of the blow. Ralph used the momentum and kicked upward into the elf’s groin.

      The stables of Cothslar had taught him dirty tricks to use in battle.

      The elf buckled as his eyes almost popped out of their sockets. Ralph scissored his blades across each other and claimed his third kill in a shower of blood and essence. Another elf slashed at the circling Shade, and Puck mocked his enemy as he hurled spheres of dark energy.

      The archer beside the driver spun and took aim. Ralph ducked as the shaft whistled past his pointed ear by an inch. Ralph leaned back against the wagon and felt it rock as the archer leaped off the cart. The elf loosed yet another arrow in midair. Ralph gasped as it slammed home into his calf. Pain exploded like a fireball in his blood.

      He shoved off the wagon with a roar of defiance and bounded toward the archer. The elf abandoned his bow and whipped a knife free of his belt as he ducked under Ralph’s first strike. The elf’s dagger slashed across Ralph’s right flank and further crippled the young warrior. Roots sprang from the ground and coiled around Ralph’s legs. They climbed ever upward until they constricted over his entire body. With a deafening scream, he broke free of his bonds and charged the elf.

      The pair met in a clash of steel, but Ralph’s swords outmatched his opponent’s dagger by far. He caught the enemy across the face with his stolen Nature blade, but it only nicked the elf’s cheek. Blood trailed from the guard’s face as he danced around Ralph, his speed almost a match for Von Dominus. More roots sprang from the ground, and Ralph jumped aside before they could ensnare him again. He saw a flicker of movement from his right and whirled around as the elf appeared. Zagorath’s Chosen found the elf’s heart, and the Nature sword hewed his skull in two.

      After he’d staggered back to the cart, Ralph snapped the shaft of the arrow that had punctured his thigh. He gritted his teeth as he tore it free, and blood splattered over his gloves. The emerald seal crafted into his stolen blade shone in the dancing shadows. The Nature Essence inside his body traveled from his tattoo, into the weapon, and rested on his injured thigh. Rapidly, the wound stitched itself back together. The young adventurer took a moment to let the pain recede. The agony replaced itself with rage as he straightened up.

      But there were no more enemies to satiate his bloodlust. Puck had felled the other three, and he now loomed over them, a figure bathed in shadows.

      “Impressive, Kraus,” the Shade said. “You continue to surprise.”

      Ralph sheathed his sword and examined the elf-blade in his hand. It was a far better weapon than the glaive he’d taken from Lucius, and it even outmatched the items he’d seen in the Infernal Realm. His master was a fine craftsman, but he could only do so much with the weapons that entered his dungeon. This one, however, would be quite the bounty to provide Von Dominus.

      Nature Essence continued to tend to his injuries as he collected the rest of the convoy’s weapons. The Sap Lords would need to know that this had been more than the work of simple bandits, so he made sure to remove the heads of every last corpse before he piled them into the back of the wagon.

      Ralph sparked a flame onto one of the gutted torches, and it flared into life.

      He held it out to his companion. “Here.”

      Puck’s claws curled around the burning brand, and he flew on ahead without a word. For the second time in as many days, Ralph wondered if he’d won the respect of the Shade. The thought lingered until he saw a flare of fire ahead on the road. Puck had lit the signal fire for Bolnir.

      Ralph found the scabbard for his recently acquired Nature Guild blade, sheathed it, and secured it to his belt. Then, he drew Zagorath’s Chosen and used the last of his Infernal strength to shift the barrier on the road.

      Ralph felt the last of his Infernal Essence drain free of his body as he hauled the final log into the forest. He took a moment to pull off his gloves and inspect the draft horses. They were sedate beasts. Even the sudden violence had barely made them flinch. They were shod well with gleaming horseshoes, and Ralph smiled as he patted a horse’s nose and recalled his days in the stable. How long ago had that been? The thought of becoming an adventurer had sent him on a path toward Zagorath. He couldn’t remember who had told him of the dungeon atop Shadow Crag. The difficulty recalling the person troubled him, but the thought vanished when he noticed a Nature Seal carved into the horse’s harness.

      He hadn’t seen anything like it before. A magic enchantment for a horse?

      Perhaps it explained their calm, even in the face of death and evisceration.

      “I see you got started without us.” Bolnir grinned as he appeared from the bushes. “That’s appreciated, lad. You seem to have quite the way with animals.”

      “Just horses,” Ralph said with a small smile. He brushed the beast’s back and noticed how large his hands were against it. His fingernails were black, and long enough to be called claws.

      “Puck has gone to the travel stone,” Bolnir said. “To tell your master of the results of your ambush.”

      Ralph was a little disappointed Puck hadn’t told him to come along. Von Dominus would be exceedingly pleased with their success.

      The Harrowbark brothers came riding their own cart. They jumped down, moved to the tax collectors’ wagon, and started to remove the weapons and armor from the dead guards.

      “How was the raid?” Bolnir asked.

      Ralph felt a proud smile slip over his face. “Successful.”

      The dwarf lit his pipe. “I would have liked to see it. Until you came back looking like some honest-to-Lilith demon, I doubted you could do it. But there you go. The Sap Lords will be something else entirely, though.”

      “Master will find a way to destroy them.”

      “Let’s hope so. Otherwise, they’re going to destroy your master and the Deadeye Guild.”

      “All done,” Vaughn said as he placed the final curved sword into his wagon. “I can’t believe you did it.”

      “I can,” Quinn said with a grin. “He’s a bloody demon now! Hey, do you think Von Dominus could work something for my brother? I’m the good-looking one. But Vaughn? He could use the strength, and no one would miss his face.”

      “Fuck you,” Vaughn said as he punched his brother.

      “It’s time to complete the job,” Bolnir said as he touched the magical seal on a horse’s harness. “These seals will send the horses and the wagon back to the Sap Lords. They’ll be mighty pissed when they see the mangled corpses of their tax collectors. We’ll have about a day until they came racing to find us.”

      “One last thing before you send the horses on their way.” Ralph took a claw and drenched it in blood from an elf corpse. Then, he proceeded to paint an image of a woman’s face that unmistakably belonged to Lilith. “There you go. Now, they won’t blame the Deadeye Guild.”

      “You know, someone who wanted to frame a devotee of Lilith could have painted it,” Vaughn pointed out.

      Ralph shrugged. “Who would worship Lilith in the Nature Realm?”

      “Just you,” Vaughn answered.

      Quinn clapped his hands together. “So, it’s back to Elderwood House for an ale, then?”

      “While we wait for the Sap Lords to come. Let’s hope Von Dominus keeps to his word.” Bolnir turned to Ralph. “How do you think your master will ensure the lords come to Zagorath before Elderwood House?”

      “I don’t know,” Ralph answered. “But I do not doubt him for a second.”

      Bolnir grunted as he activated the seals on each of the horses. They whinnied as the magical enchantments brightened with a green brilliance, and they took off on the path toward Avalonia.

      As Ralph took a seat in the other wagon beside Bolnir, he couldn’t help but feel like an equal among the Deadeye Guild. The thought was only slightly soured by the need to return to Zagorath soon. He wasn’t exactly unhappy to return home, but being an adventurer again tapped into his nostalgia. The feeling wouldn’t last long.

      For better or worse, he was indelibly linked to the Infernal Realm. Still, he would never betray Zagorath or Von Dominus. The dungeon had saved him, gifted him great power, and promised so much more.

      A voice echoed inside his head, one he’d heard before but couldn’t place. It possessed a name, and while it was on the cusp of his memory, he couldn’t bring it to mind.

      Then, it came, in a shattering of ignorance.

      Alaxon.

      Now, who the fuck was Alaxon?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I crossed into the Nature Realm, I started toward Elderwood House. After a few minutes trekking through the forest, a cloud of shadows flew toward me. Puck materialized in front of me and made a respectful bow.

      “Master,” he said, “you look different. Did you treat yourself to some of the same magic you used on the stable boy?”

      “Yeah,” I answered. “I’m a Monarch now.”

      “How fitting.”

      “How did you fare?”

      “The mission was a success.”

      “I returned here because I feared you’d gotten into trouble. It’s been three days.”

      “Three? We only parted a mere day ago.”

      Weird. Time must work differently between the two realms. My timer had functioned as it usually did on my first visit, so I hadn’t suspected there would be any time dilation. If Ralph and Puck had only just destroyed the convoy, then it would be some time before the Sap Lords learned of Zagorath.

      I had a few hours to kill, and I considered paying Tyria a visit, but I thought better of it. My mission here was still ongoing, and I couldn’t stray from the path just because of a beautiful face.

      “Lead me to Elderwood House,” I ordered Puck, and we set off.

      While I marched through the forest and the Shade flew overhead, he provided a rapid report of the resounding success of the convoy ambush.

      “Ralph Kraus is a demon in both appearance and strength. I could almost say I approve of him. Although, he’s hungry. All the time.”

      “Hmm. . . then we’ll have to make sure he gets plenty of food when he returns to Zagorath.”

      “You’ll need to ensure the creatures you feed him are fresh. Probably elves. He seems to really like those.”

      Soon, we arrived at Elderwood House, where the guild had stationed a watch.

      I’d left my cloak with Ralph, and my increased size might send the guild members grasping for their weapons. Rather than march into the giant tree dwelling, I decided on a quiet entrance.

      “Hide me in the shadows,” I told Puck.

      “Yes, Master.” Dark tendrils extended from his form, and soon, I was completely concealed beneath a veil of darkness.

      From there, it was easy to ghost past the tired sentries and into the guild house. I ascended the rope ladders, crossed a bridge to the Sage’s opulent dwelling, and pushed open the grand wooden door. Voices upstairs boomed with laughter as I stepped through the doorway with Puck at my back.

      We crossed the fur-lined halls and passed into the dining room where Bolnir, the Harrowbark brothers, and Ralph were pouring over items scattered across the table. The weapons, armor, and trinkets gleamed with precious metals, and their seals glowed with emerald light.

      Upon noticing me, Ralph snatched Zagorath’s Chosen from the chair behind him before he realized it was me. The horns on either side of his head made him look like a true demon. He was yet another one of my creations, and I couldn’t be more pleased with how he’d turned out.

      I strolled across the room and leaned against a large chest of ornate drawers. “At ease,” I said with a grin. “You’re all deserving of what you’ve accomplished.”

      “I thought you might be a Sap Lord,” Bolnir grunted as he held a dagger above the table and let it drop. The blade’s point thunked into the wood, and the dwarf removed it with a tug.

      “You could do with a better village watch,” I said. “It was just a little too simple to get here undetected. What gifts did the guild bring?”

      Ralph put down his sword and relaxed into his seat. “At bare minimum, six sets of mail armor in good condition, a good bow, and five swords.”

      My adventurer poured himself another mug of beer from a small keg on the desk. He made a few sidelong glances to the dwarf and the two humans, and I could have sworn he licked his lips as he did so. I wasn’t aware that Ralph swung that way, but maybe it was something else? Maybe Puck’s mention that my Demonic Guardian was always hungry was an allusion to an appetite for something else. It made sense, after all. I was a Tainted Elf who fed upon the blood of other creatures, a vampire by another name. Ralph might also have a taste for a much rawer kind of meat.

      “Two chests of varying elixirs, four chests of guildmarks, and a box of enchanted bows,” Ralph continued. He placed his tankard down on the desk. “And one thing I think you’re going to want to see. May we have the room, Bolnir?”

      “For a kid who’s just become a demon, you’re mighty polite.” The dwarf laughed and made a dismissive gesture. “If you want the mysterious rock to yourself, take it. We have more than we could’ve possibly hoped for.”

      My curiosity piqued at the mention of a rock. I’d seen a fair few rocks since coming to the Sinarius Realms, and this could be any number of different kinds. The most intriguing possibility, however, was the prospect of another dungeon core. I didn’t let any trace of my interest touch my face as I smiled at the guild members.

      I leaned forward on the desk and met each of their eyes in turn. “Each of you have my thanks, and the blessing of Lilith. Harboring Ralph, taking us on, all of it. These spoils are yours, and they are but the first.”

      Bolnir and the Harrowbark brothers exited the dining room, leaving me alone with Puck and Ralph.

      “Quite an excitable bunch, aren’t they?” the Shade commented.

      “They have a right to be,” Ralph pointed out. “They’re suddenly richer than they’d ever dreamed, with quality weaponry and armor. The dungeons around this part of the forest won’t be able to stand up to them. They are a fine guild.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Ralph’s defense of them. They were certainly skilled, but they weren’t powerful, and that meant I gave them respect equal to their status. The Sap Lords had the Deadeye Guild under their thumbs, and it was my machinations that would see those thumbs severed from the hand of every lord.

      “Ralph, the stone,” I commanded.

      Ralph stepped past the dining table, opened a cabinet, and withdrew an ornate chest. It looked so small in his hands, but then, he was now a seven-foot-tall Hellborn.  

      The lockbox shone with emerald light and outlined a seal I’d never seen before. Raph pressed the magical emblem, and the box clicked open. A bright green luminescence shone throughout the dark room. It was easy enough to see what laid inside on a bed of purple velvet.

      A travel stone.

      It was much smaller than the one I had in Zagorath, or the one that lay within Grynwild Forest. Yet it was unmistakably a travel stone. Green veins pulsed along the surface of the miniature obelisk, and I wondered where this matching pair might be.

      In an instant, my hand dropped to the dagger on my right side. The Sap Lords might own the matching stone, which meant they could be here at a moment’s notice. As soon as they heard what had happened to the convoy of their tax collectors, they could use the stone to appear inside Elderwood House.

      I half-wondered why the tax collectors didn’t simply use the travel stone to transport their cart from one place to another. I figured there was some magical price to pay for using this artifact, and it was only to be used in emergencies. The lords’ wagon being commandeered and their guards slaughtered would probably be considered an emergency.

      The presence of this travel stone did not bode well. We had half as much time as I’d thought before the lords would come for vengeance.

      “I hate to be the one to ask the question,” Puck said, “but am I the only one who’s mildly unnerved at this enormous development?”

      “No,” Ralph said bluntly. “You’re not.”

      I looked over the treasure and realized the opportunity this presented. As much as I didn’t care for the Deadeye Guild, they had helped me, and I had made them a promise. By taking this travel stone back to Zagorath, the Sap Lords would arrive in a place of my choosing. In my home. In my fortress of death.

      “We’re leaving the village,” I said as I reached out for the stone.

      It felt cool and smooth to the touch. When my hand grasped it, the emerald veins were joined by golden threads of Soul Essence. I slipped the item into my belt pouch and exited the dining room with Puck and Ralph in tow.

      “You fellas heading off?” Bolnir asked as we approached the front door.

      “I’m keeping to my end of the deal,” I said. “The Sap Lords shouldn’t come to Elderwood House.”

      “You sure of that?”

      “Almost certain, yes.”

      “Almost?”

      “I keep my promises,” I said.

      “And that promise will be broken if the lords come to the guild house.”

      The dwarf was right. There was no arguing with his point. I couldn’t guarantee the lords would use the travel stone to find out who’d killed their tax collectors. It seemed the smartest thing to do, but I knew nothing of the lords except scared whispers from Bolnir and the brothers.

      I looked at Ralph in his glorious new form and couldn’t help but admire my handiwork. He was an imposing figure, sure to instill fear in anyone who entered Zagorath. The black blade of Zagorath’s Chosen hung from the scabbard at his back. The giant sword no longer looked so large, his body now a cross between a linebacker and Yao Ming, the Chinese basketball star. Even his flesh seemed to have become tougher, almost as though his leathery skin was a kind of exoskeleton.

      “Ralph,” I said. “You’ll stay here. Protect Elderwood House if the lords come here first. Ensure they are aware that Zagorath was responsible.”

      “We can always blame him,” Quinn said as he gestured at Ralph. “Tell the lords that he was the one who killed the collectors, and we caught him in the woods.”

      “Like they’d believe that,” Vaughn replied.

      I ignored the brothers and turned to Ralph. “Can you manage?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      I blinked for a moment and wondered whether something was missing. There was so much on my mind, yet Ralph’s answer had tugged at something else.

      “Ah!” I exhaled as I remembered the rings. I handed both of them over to him. “These have Nature Seals. Manipulate Flora and Gust. They should help you if anything goes wrong.”

      “Thank you,” he said as he took the rings and slipped them over his fingers.

      “Lilith watches us, Ralph. Look how much we’ve already accomplished. The foes we’ve conquered. The spoils we’ve gained. And all of this? This is just the beginning. Just another step on the road to greater victory.” I turned to Bolnir and the brothers. “Ralph will help me keep my promise.”

      “You know, you ain’t so bad, Von Dominus,” Bolnir said. “I think in some other life, we might have been friends.”

      “Maybe if Eveline had taken me to this realm, we might have been. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be allied with a mutual goal. And, soon, business partners.”

      Maybe the last bit was a bit of a stretch; I planned to partner with no one except Lilith, and that was only for a time. But it was worth giving the dwarf the impression that we might one day be equals. When I was done with the Sap Lords, the Deadeye Guild would become mine in a more complete manner. Until then, Bolnir could think what he wished.

      I marched through the door and descended the tree dwelling. Puck flew above me as we moved toward the forest. It was only when we were under the cover of trees that he said something.

      “Well, that was heartwarming. True brotherhood, Master. A tale to be told in epics all over the Sinarius Realms.” The sarcastic tone was never far from his voice. “Zagorath and the Deadeye Guild, partners.”

      I shook my head as I stepped over a fallen log. “My words were a means to an end.”

      “You lied?” Puck cackled as he spiraled through the trees. “I am so eager for the arrival of the lords in Zagorath. If previous experience is anything to go by, I’ll be the first to fall.”

      “You’ll rise again, more powerful than ever,” I pointed out. “Their Soul Essence will make Zagorath stronger. And all of Zagorath’s champions benefit from that.”

      “I do look forward to introducing them to my sparkling brethren,” Puck mused. “They’re quite unholy abominations. Perfect for our purposes.”

      A few minutes passed as we moved through the trees in silence.

      The emerald-green stone in my hands began to warm and glow with an inner light. The stone vibrated in my hand, and I drew my dagger as the gold veins swam within the travel stone.  I held it out and peered into its depths. Bertha had mentioned that less-than-functional travel stones also worked as communication devices. Kind of like the equivalent of a cell phone from my old life. Perhaps that was the function of this stone. Was it possible that the stone was too weak to transport the lords? I left the question aside as a clear voice emanated from the depths of the crystal.

      “Aulien, report.”

      Puck materialized beside me and watched with interest as I placed the travel stone down beside him. The voice had the same odd tilt that belonged to Elohin.

      “Aulien paid for his sins.” I paused for effect. “As will you.”

      Radio silence. Then, the voice spoke again.

      “Who are you?”

      “Always the same questions,” I said. “‘Who are you? Why are you doing this? Please spare me.’ But you’re used to those questions, aren’t you, Sap Lord?”

      He laughed like a prepubescent kid. “Every word you speak that does not answer my question simply prolongs your inevitable suffering, stranger. The Sap Lords are not in the habit of playing word games with thieves and murderers.”

      “I’m glad we understand each other, elf.” I smiled at Puck as I delivered my spectacular title. “My name is Von Dominus, Tainted Elf Monarch, Lord of Zagorath, and Viceroy of Lilith, Goddess of the Infernal Realm.”

      The voice didn’t speak for a few moments, but the travel stone flickered a few times.

      “A false title, bandit.” His voice sounded more composed but no less annoying. “Lilith is in chains, and the Infernal Realm has no ruler. Whatever your pretensions, you will be brought to justice.”

      “Justice?” I laughed. “The same kind of justice that you dispense to the people of your realm, even the guilds under your control? Governing them with fear, mercilessly crushing resistance wherever it arises? I admire it; I would use the same tactics. Except you forget one thing: there are enemies outside the Nature Realm. I am one of them.”

      “You are a cockroach,” the voice spat.

      “Your strength is an illusion, and your power is untested. You’ve grown fat on the feats and the strengths of others. While you lounge about in the ivory palaces of Avalonia.”

      “Perhaps you are, indeed, Lilith’s pet. I hear her heresy in your words. We maintain the order as imposed by Eveline. And you seek to unbalance it. To cast this realm into chaos.”

      “In chaos, the strong truly rise. Tell me, Sap Lord; when was the last time you left Avalonia? Delved into a real dungeon? Faced mortal peril?”

      “You do not know to whom you speak!” he snarled suddenly.

      “Well, you haven’t been swift in introducing yourself,” I retorted. “Presumably because the fear that you strike into others is the only real weapon you have. But please, oh, mighty bookkeeper, do introduce yourself. The suspense is agonizing.”

      “I am Talos. The First of the Sap Lords, of whom you so insolently speak.”

      Good. I was getting under his skin. These lords hadn’t fought a real fight in far too long. Their arrogance made their egos frail.

      “I know this Talos,” Puck whispered so that he wouldn’t be heard through the travel stone. “Bolnir spoke of him. Apparently, he likes to play dressup. Considers himself such a devotee of Eveline that he puts on the garments of a goddess and parades around his bedchamber in imitation of her.”

      I scowled at the Shade. This wasn’t the time to speak of Talos’ nighttime habits. But Puck’s information may be useful later. For now, I wanted to really piss him off.

      “Talos. Did you really think that you could continue to sap from the people of this realm without consequence? To upset the order your goddess so highly prizes for your own gain? While you drink of the cup of other’s spoils, while those that you recruited with promises of power and wealth languish in chains. The chains you imposed upon them. Your promises are lies, and their sworn oath to uphold your comfort is heresy against your very own goddess.”

      “You dare…”

      “Eveline has abandoned you. All of you. If you truly had her protection and if you really deserved the opulence and security that you enjoy, then why was it so easy to crush her servants?”

      I’d never met Eveline. My only game plan was to spout blatant heresy against this fucker’s religion to get him angry. Furious to the point where he wasn’t thinking straight. I had no desire to get into a tussle with a goddess. Luckily, I saw no flashes of lightning or animated treants to punish my blasphemy.  

      “Admit it,” I said. “You are no servant of Eveline. Not you, or any of the Sap Lords. You’re simply opportunists who use faith for their own ends. Charlatans. False merchants of goods that aren’t yours to sell. Cowards that snivel and wait for your next wagon of guildmarks to arrive so that you can continue to grow fat and lazy. Your power is an illusion. You’re no more a powerful lord than I am a simple bandit.”

      “You will pay for your heresy,” Talos hissed. “Your family, your friends? All of you will die for your insolence. You speak of power, but you haven’t the first idea about it.”

      “Oh, I know power. For a supposed legendary warrior and figure of fear, you’ve not even mastered the first basic principle of a great fighter. Control your emotions. Look at you, falling apart into impotent rage over the words of a stranger. You are Eveline’s chosen adventurer? Please. The half-orc scum who wander aimlessly through the Infernal Realms and fuck their sisters have a thicker skin.”

      There was a stir of movement, and I wondered if my banter partner had finally cracked.

      “You’ve made a fatal mistake, scum of Lilith. The mistake of antagonizing those who are stronger than you could ever imagine.”

      His voice was controlled and far more lethal-sounding than his laughably childish anger. This sounded more like the tone of a guy who meant business.

      Good. I meant business too.

      “Do you even know the properties of the item you currently possess?” Talos continued. “What it means for your life in the next 10 minutes?”

      Well, I’d been right to get the stone out of Elderwood House. Talos’ implication was that he could use the miniature obelisk to teleport right into my midst. He’d made the mistake, however, of telling me exactly how much time I had before he arrived. He didn’t exactly seem stupid, but perhaps I’d made him make a foolish slip of the tongue in anger.

      “It means that you’ll send through a knot of your foot soldiers,” I said, “and they’ll die at my hand. It means you’ll continue to feast in Avalonia until I lay siege to the city and come and drag you screaming from your bed.”

      I hoped my words ensured that this Sap Lord, and any others of his kind, would venture through the stone. I didn’t want to fight against his lackeys—I wanted every last lord in Zagorath. All their items, all their essence, would be mine.

      Talos’ voice shook with laughter. “Oh, no, insect. No, no, no. You’ve earned the right to my personal attention. The price of your impertinence is your lingering, agonizing demise at my hands. No less.”

      Gotcha.

      “Do you speak for the Sap Lords, or your own wounded pride?” I couldn’t keep the satisfaction from my tone. “Do you even know where your stone sits? I could strike you down the moment you materialize, my friend. Strip your body naked and hang your corpse upside down for the creatures of Eveline to feed upon. Maybe then, you’ll actually be serious about the balance of nature.”

      More stunned silence. Von Dominus’ stat screen should have shown a bonus to shit-talking, because I’d have maxed it out by now.

      “Pray to your depraved goddess, Von Dominus,” Talos said. “Pray she delivers you from the agony we will bring. And when you are gasping, wishing, begging for death? Then, perhaps the power of Eveline will become evident to you.”

      “I’m waiting,” I said.

      The guild’s travel stone went still, and I stepped away from it. We had only a short distance to the forest’s obelisk. I couldn’t guarantee the portable stone would transport the lords all the way from this realm to mine, so I thought of a failsafe.

      I beckoned Puck to follow me as I sprinted toward the obelisk that would take me back to Zagorath. I let the miniature travel stone rest beside the larger one. I wasn’t sure that the lords would be able to activate the magic that would transport them to Zagorath, but I was damned sure they’d give it their best shot. Talos had been infuriated, and I figured he’d even cross into the unknown to punish my apparent heresy.

      With my hand pressed against the larger travel stone, my cells began to shift apart as I was transported from this realm to the realm of Lilith.

      The black pillars of the First Floor materialized around me. I immediately dissolved Von Dominus and entered my jewel. It would be minutes before the Sap Lords would arrive.

      “Champions!” I called out to Bertha and Abby. “Ready yourselves. Tonight, we’re entertaining a very special party of adventurers.”

      I hadn’t forgotten my promise to my women. They would be the first to face this new threat. And if the lords managed to defeat them, then Von Dominus, Tainted Elf Monarch, would be waiting for them upon his obsidian throne.
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      I pulled every Hellbat, Storm Sprite, Lesser Imp, and Lightning Imp I had onto the First Floor. Bertha was on her feet in a second. She sprinted down toward the Pretzel from the Antechamber. Abby’s avatar materialized behind a pillar as Bertha appeared from the corridor. Abby’s skin shone a blinding blue as her powers manifested and she took on the form of a Storm Elemental. Electricity crackled through her and filled the First Floor with the smell of ozone and fresh rain. Puck found a high perch on one of the pillars and cloaked himself in shadows. The Shade was all but invisible amidst the screeching hordes of my Infernal minions.

      “Puck,” I said as I watched the travel stone in anticipation, “what can you tell me about these Sap Lords?”

      “Bolnir was rather ignorant of them, Master. He knew their names and titles, but little else.”

      “Give them to me.”

      “The charming fellow you are already acquainted with is Talos. He is the First of the Sap Lords and a Paladin of the Leaf. There are two others who are called Knights of the Root. One is a human named Harven. The other is an elf named Althir. Two elvish sorcerers join their number, Marlyn and Silrin. The final member is known only as the Bladesinger.”

      So, there were three tanks, two magic-users, and a damage-dealing enemy. It was a well-rounded party, the most versatile group who’d entered Zagorath yet.

      The travel stone began to throb as the veins along its obsidian surface glowed in green and gold flashes.

      “Lilith is smiling upon you, my champions,” I said. “Impale, eviscerate, and decapitate in her name. You will be rewarded for your valor and your skill.”

      Essence swirled out and around my travel stone and formed itself into my friendly neighborhood extortionists.

      “No one move,” I commanded my champions and minions. “Stay  hidden. This is our home, and we fight on our terms.”

      Six stood in a loose knot and faced outward. Two wore heavy armor of steel plate and chainmail while carrying teardrop-shaped kite shields. Their curved glaives caught the light of my crystal skulls as the pair shuffled forward warily. Close-fitting helmets hid their faces but couldn’t quite mask the Nature Essence shining through their eye-slits.

      Two sorcerers stood behind the knights, their flowing robes of deep green shining with embroidered gold sigils and commanding attention. Wide sleeves hid their hands, and deep cowls obscured their faces. I was almost disappointed they hadn’t brought magic staves with them to finish the effect. The essence flowing from their bodies was so thick I could smell it.

      The last two lords looked like specialized warriors. One was armored in a mail-and-leather hybrid with a collection of four katanas strapped to his body. Two of the swords were sheathed over his shoulder, and the the other two were buckled at his hip. The Bladesinger.

      The final lord wore no headgear or hood to obscure his face. A delicate braid of sugar-white hair lay draped over his shoulder. His armor was identical to that of the Bladesinger. A giant scimitar of gleaming silver hung at his side beside a set of daggers and a small leather pouch. The arrogant curl of his lip marked him as Talos.

      “Von Dominus,” the white-haired elf spoke and confirmed his identity. “I expected your home to be more impressive. So, you are a dungeon champion? No, you spoke too highly of yourself. I assume you are the avatar itself. Your dungeon is about to be cleansed, in the name of Eveline.”

      “Now,” I said.

      I didn’t hesitate. I pulled the trigger on every minion on the First Floor. The Storm Sprites and Hellbats congealed into a huge spinning mass and slammed right into the side of the party of lords. My Lesser and Lightning Imps swarmed the other side. A torrent of teeth, claws, and electrifying energy bolts assaulted the enemy.

      The knights moved to the front, raised their shields, and protected the sorcerers from the brunt of the attack. The Bladesinger unsheathed two katanas from his back and cut down the Hellbats and sprites that made it past the huge shields of the knights. Talos whirled like a spinning dervish as he cut down both the regular imps and the ones I’d imbued with lightning.

      The Hellbats were a storm of leathery wings, snarling fangs, and murderous intent. The two armored tanks moved shockingly fast for their size and weight as they struck Hellbats from the air and crushed their skulls with armored boots. But the sprites proved too agile for the knights, and one managed to slip through their guard. A knight shuddered as the sprite bit him through a narrow gap in his plate armor. Electricity surged, smoke bled into the air, and the Hellbats closed in for blood.

      Before they could take advantage of the injured enemy, a sorcerer gestured, and an aura of liquid light radiated from his robes. The moment the emerald energy touched the knight, a wave of emerald energy exploded in a wave around him. The Hellbats were vaporized in mid-air, along with a half-dozen sprites. The knight regained his composure and protected the front once more with his kite shield raised.

      “Is it our time now?” Abby’s voice entered my mind.

      “I grow impatient,” Bertha added.

      “Soon,” I said. “I’m using the minions to understand the lords’ weaknesses.”

      “Have you found any yet?” Puck retorted.

      Their words grated on me, but I wasn’t ready to pull the trigger on my champions. Not yet.

      

      “This is all you have, Von Dominus?” Talos’ petulant voice echoed throughout the chamber as he carved a Lightning Imp in half. “Your minions are weak. You skulk in the shadows, hiding from us. What of your brave talk beforehand? Where is your bravado now, heretic?”

      It was clear this Talos wasn’t going to flee. He would clear my dungeon or die trying. Well, I could arrange the latter.

      I hadn’t seen a weakness yet, but my minions were obviously just fodder for the lords. It was time for the second phase.

      “Abby, Bertha, it’s showtime. Puck, support them from the shadows.”

      Bertha’s purple tattoos blazed on her emerald skin as she blurred out from behind a pillar. What remained of my minions kept the lords busy, and they didn’t even see her coming.

      My half-troll champion surged toward a knight and introduced herself with a kick that could have decapitated a horse. The knight managed to deflect most of the strike with his shield, but he was still pushed back a few feet. Both knights closed in on Bertha, and it was only the sudden arrival of Abby that prevented her from being overwhelmed.

      The Storm Elemental blasted the armored lords with wave after wave of lightning. The enemies were forced to raise their shields, and it seemed that their armor had specific magical dampeners to avoid electrocution. The distraction was all Bertha needed, and she drove her spiked halberd into a knight’s chest. The spike penetrated the armored lord’s armor, but he managed to slip away before she would have impaled him.

      The sorcerers behind him responded to the attack by uttering arcane phrases. Magic started to pulse from their hands as they curled their fingers into a quick series of formations. Bertha immediately activated her Chaos Nova rune, and the Nature magic was disrupted in a wave of black energy.

      Talos and the Swordsmen closed in on my champions, and now, it was six against two. Bertha and Abby could no longer take the offensive, and they resorted to darting around the enemies. Puck came to their aid as he bathed the enemies in a thick cloud of shadow magic. Their coughs and wheezes told me they didn’t have a counter to this attack, but I was proven wrong when another emerald wave of energy exploded from the center of the lords and nullified the shadow smoke.

      “Are you sure you want to handle this yourself?” I entered my champions’ minds. “I have a giant chasm filled with traps and a great, big varidu just waiting.”

      “We can handle this,” Bertha grunted as she deflected a strike from Talos’ oversized scimitar.

      Halberd sang against scimitar as Bertha pressured the paladin. The Bladesinger joined his side, and together, they pressured the half-troll. Blue light flared throughout the First Floor as Abby skipped in from behind. Lightning rippled from her fingertips and smashed into the Bladesinger. He came off his feet like he’d been launched by a rocket.

      Bertha whirled away from a scimitar strike, sliced downward with her halberd, and hissed as the paladin parried her blow with his shield. She twisted her weapon and slammed the end of it into his chest. He stumbled backward as Bertha slashed upward, and blood sprayed as she took his nose clean off. Blood cascaded down the paladin’s face and ran into his mouth as he smiled.

      “Marlyn! Silrin!” he yelled.

      The sorcerers bathed him in a healing aura, and his nose regrew in less than a second.

      “By Lilith. . . “ Bertha whispered, but she had to recover quickly as Talos resumed the deadly duel.

      Abby’s eyes blazed with blue hatred as she whirled out of range of a slash from the Bladesinger. Her reflexes were fast, and she cracked her hammer into the lord’s side. Lightning blasted his torso, and the swords clattered from his hands. He dropped to his knees, and Abby raised her hammer for a killing blow, but the Bladesinger drew his other katanas from his hips. Before either my champion or the lord could strike, Puck barrelled into the man. They tumbled together, a ball of shadows and leather armor.

      As the Shade and the Bladesinger got to their feet to face off, Abby battled against the knights. Bertha joined her, and I looked to Talos. The few remaining Hellbats, sprites, and imps had joined together to swarm him. They were being led by the intelligent Lightning Imps, and their combined efforts had made him unable to do anything except fight them off.

      With the strongest of their party preoccupied, the lords were forced to face off against Abby and Bertha. A knight stumbled and gave Bertha an opportunity to slam her halberd under his chin and rip out his throat. The armored lord gargled blood and staggered. The half-troll finished him off with a decisive chop that sent his head rolling across the obsidian floor.

      “I doubt Nature Magic can make him regrow his head,” Bertha commented as she joined Abby against the remaining lord.

      The two sorcerers still hung back from the fight, and I figured they operated almost exclusively as a support class. Taking them out would be priority number one, but Abby and Bertha were busy with the remaining lord, my minions with Talos, and Puck with the Bladesinger.

      The second Knight of the Root smashed Bertha with his shield, and she stumbled a little. Abby swung her hammer, but he deflected it with a raise of his shield. He lunged to the side of the half-troll and sliced deep into her quadriceps with his blade. Bertha hissed, gritted her teeth, and didn’t hesitate for a second. She smashed the handle of her halberd straight into the knight’s helmet and stunned him. Abby dropped her hammer and grabbed the knight’s helmeted head in both hands. Lightning crackled as she cooked the insides of his helmet, and he crumpled in death.

      Bertha jumped over the armored corpse while Abby snatched her hammer from the ground, and together, they attacked the sorcerers. The magic-users might not have had any offensive abilities, but every seal in their equipment must have made them faster, because neither Bertha or Abby could score a hit. Every swing of a halberd or hammer, every bolt of lightning failed to connect.

      “This ends now!” Talos screamed as he slew the last of my minions and descended upon my champions.

      The sorcerers darted backward so that they were standing on the dais. Bertha and Abby were forced to leave the magic-users and face the new threat. Talos reached into his pouch and tossed something at their feet.  

      “Eveline hear me!” he yelled as he reached a hand forward. Green light flashed from his palm as a beam of emerald power arced across the chamber. The green magic struck the item he’d thrown and produced a small mushroom cloud.

      From the fading light of the cloud, roots sprang from the dungeon floor and grew into a mighty tree as big as any of my pillars. The tree suddenly became animated, much like the treants I’d faced inside Tyria’s dungeon.

      Abby ducked under a swipe from a branch, only to be ensnared by roots that rippled along the ground and closed over her legs. She summoned lightning around her body, and it exploded against the roots, but they continued to climb over her body. They constricted and tightened as she screamed. I heard a series of agonizing cracks as they crushed her form and snapped her bones.

      Abby’s essence faded from beneath the treant’s grasp and flew into a siphoning stone before it returned to her dungeon core.

      “Summon your avatar again,” I commanded. “Bertha needs your help.”

      “You. . .” Abby managed a tired laugh. “You really are young. My avatar’s gone, at least until I can gather the energy to build it again..” Her voice faltered from fatigue. “. . . Hasn’t your avatar ever died before?”

      Every curse I’d ever heard in my time on Earth suddenly exploded through my consciousness. There was a cooldown on my dungeon avatar. A restriction I didn’t realize even existed. If Von Dominus fell in battle, my core would be unprotected. I wasn’t sure these lords even had the power to remove a core from its dungeon, but I couldn’t take the risk. They obviously had more abilities than those they’d already used, and Talos’ pouch was probably hiding all sorts of surprises.

      “Abby!” Bertha roared as she chopped into the treant like a lumberjack. Woodchips flew as her halberd struck the summoned creature’s form, but it knocked her back with a swipe. Her halberd flew from her hands, and she tumbled across the floor before jumping to her feet.

      The sorcerers on the dais sent out a new wave of healing magic, and the treant’s wounds were instantly healed.

      I wanted to enter the fight, or at least call a retreat so that my dungeon could whittle down the enemy numbers.

      “Retreat,” I said. “The Chasm will work to your advantage.”

      Puck shifted his form into a cloud of shadows, and the Bladesinger attempted to swipe at him as he flew away. The Shade disappeared into the spiral staircase, but Bertha remained.

      “Bertha,” I said. “To the Chasm!”

      “You made a promise,” she said as she jumped over a swipe from the treant.

      Talos slashed at her, and she leaped back to avoid being eviscerated. Her halberd was a few dozen feet away, and the only weapon she held was her dagger. The half-troll lunged forward, and Talos chopped down. Her hand came off at the wrist, the dagger falling from her lifeless fingers. Blood spouted from the stump as she dashed backward to the safety of a pillar.

      “You have failed,” I said. “Zagorath is not just its champions. Nor is it only its minions. A dungeon has traps, and other environmental threats. It’s time to let me finish this.”

      The Bladesinger slowly moved toward her to join Talos and the summoned treant.

      Bertha rested her back against a pillar as she sucked in air. Her chest heaved from exhaustion, and streams of sweat glistened between her breasts.

      She smiled, and I knew she intended the expression for me. She couldn’t win this fight. She knew it, too. But she wanted to prove herself. Except she was completely outnumbered and quickly bleeding out. She had no weapons, and one less hand to fight with.

      “Do you wish for me to return to the First Floor, Master?” Puck’s voice entered my jewel. He was waiting in the Chasm, and I figured he was wondering why the lords hadn’t arrived there yet.

      “No,” I said after a second’s thought. “Bertha wishes to go down fighting.”

      “The half-troll never struck me as intelligent,” Puck commented.

      “She is brave beyond measure,” I countered as I returned my focus to the First Floor.

      “Tell me, demon of Lilith,” Talos demanded as he moved between the pillars. “Where is Von Dominus?”

      “Fuck you, Eveline’s plaything,” Bertha retorted from her hiding place. She’d torn a piece of her bodice and wrapped it around her stump. It didn’t staunch the bleeding much, but it would at least give her a bit more time before she’d die from blood loss.

      “You insolent...” Talos whirled around a pillar with his scimitar raised, only to see Bertha was not behind that pillar of stone. He continued to creep forward as the Bladesinger stalked the other side of the vast chamber, checking behind pillars for the half-troll.

      Talos decided a different tactic. “You, emerald maiden. Speak up. We are not unreasonable. We show quarter to those who surrender to us.” He licked his lips as he pounced behind yet another empty pillar. “Where is your master?”

      “Oh, you’ll see him, adventurer. He’ll be there to send you groveling to your goddess before long.”

      I reached out and touched Bertha’s consciousness. I curled around the instinctual powerhouse of her mind. She was disciplined from years of training and hard living. Even if the lords killed her, she could be resurrected once I’d dealt with them. They’d have to shatter my core to permanently kill her.

      As foolish as it might have been to allow her to die, I was in love. She was my first woman in the Sinarius Realms, and this promise meant something to her. I might have been an evil overlord, but I had a heart beating in my chest. And maybe there was still some semblance of humanity remaining inside me.

      “I’m with you, Bertha,” I communicated to her mind.

      Her amethyst eyes glinted at my words. Bertha slipped out from behind the pillar with renewed strength as she tapped into unassailable willpower.

      Talos’ eyes were slitted with arrogant satisfaction as he spotted her. “There you are. You left something behind back there.”

      The Bladesinger chuckled, a hoarse sound that grated me.

      Together, the two lords closed in on Bertha, while the sorcerers trailed behind them.

      Bertha flicked blood from her stump, raised her good arm, and slid her feet into a fighting stance. Every inch of her radiated power and confidence, even as she bled out.

      Talos laughed at her defiance. “It’s a waste, you know. For all of your aberrant, monstrous surroundings, we could bring you pleasures you’ve only dreamed of in Avalonia.”

      “You lie. I am an Infernal creature. I have no place in Avalonia.”

      Talos chuckled. “Yes, you’re right. Eveline would order your death as soon as you stepped foot in her realm. You are a pestilence, and I will ensure no more Infernal monsters ever reach her dominion again.”

      “Enough,” the Bladesinger croaked. “Let’s kill the bitch.”

      Talos sprang forward and aimed his blade at her heart, but Bertha twisted and batted the blade aside. It slid past her arm, and my champion smashed her foot down onto Talos’ knee. He screamed as his knee came apart. His dagger arced up and found my champion’s ribs. The blade slid deep into her organs, but she didn’t so much as flinch.

      Her hand found Talos’ shoulder-plates, and she smashed her skull into his face as a wet crunch signaled a broken nose. Bertha tore the dagger from her stomach and spun to face the Bladesinger. He sliced at her with twin swords, but she twisted, ducked, jumped, and weaved around the spinning blades. The treant arrived with its lumbering limbs, but the pillars provided Bertha an easy way to maneuver around its snatching branches.

      The Bladesinger curled around a pillar, and Bertha was there waiting for him. With a backhanded strike, she plunged the dagger into his chest. He dropped his katanas and reached for the dagger, but Bertha leaped on top of him. Her thighs pinned him to the ground, and she twisted the blade before wrenching it from his chest. For final measure, she stabbed his face a dozen times in quick succession before leaving the pulpy mess behind.

      The sorcerers had used their healing aura to regenerate Talos’ nose a second time, and he now stalked the pillars for Bertha. She had slowed down considerably, and she clearly knew her time to prove herself was at an end. Talos dashed around the pillar where she was hiding, and his scimitar came swinging down. Bertha rolled aside at the last moment, and the paladin’s blade crashed against the stone block and sent sparks flying.

      Bertha attempted to run, but she stumbled and fell to the floor.

      Talos grinned as he moved toward her. It took every fiber of my being not to summon Von Dominus there and then. I forced myself to hold back. Bertha would never forgive me if I intervened now.  

      She forced herself to a sitting position and assumed her meditative stance. Her eyes closed, and it seemed she was now completely at peace. Only obvious to me was the dagger she held in a reverse grip, the blade hidden beneath her forearm.

      Talos stopped behind her and lifted his scimitar for a decapitating strike. As his sword descended, Bertha used her feet to spring backward and slide against the stone. She came between his legs and drove the dagger up, right into his groin. Talos screamed as the blade cut through his mahood. He slammed the scimitar down, and Bertha wasn’t fast enough to dodge.

      “You insolent wench!” he screamed as he ended her life with a decisive chop.

      Bertha’s essence raced into my core, and I felt her weakened consciousness throb. She wasn’t yet ready to speak, but I would congratulate her on a superb effort when she awakened.

      For now, it was time to get serious. I’d allowed Bertha the chance to prove herself, but now, it was on me to ensure Zagorath’s victory.
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      The remaining four Sap Lords paused at the top of the staircase leading to the Chasm. The sorcerers uttered incantations, and a green aura flowed over Talos.

      “Can you heal it, Marlyn?” Talos asked a sorcerer.

      “Yes, but it will still be scared terribly. I’m afraid your days of whoring are over, Talos.”

      The other sorcerer, Silrin, snickered. “You won’t be able to convince them you don’t have a nasty disease.”

      “Once we destroy this dungeon, I’ll have enough coin to buy as many whores as I like. Mangled cock or not.”

      “The dungeon’s champions killed Harven and Althir,” Silrin said. “Do you really think the rest of its depths will be so easy?”

      “And we killed two of their numbers,” Marlyn said. “They have only the shadow demon and Von Dominus remaining.”

      “You think there are no more hidden secrets?”

      “Perhaps,” Talos answered as they reached the final step on the spiral staircase. “But they will die by my blade as the troll and the elemental did.”

      “She almost bested you,” the Bladesinger croaked.

      “Don’t be a fool. I could have ended her at any moment.”

      The Bladesinger shrugged. “If you say so.”

      The lords left the spiral staircase and stared into the depths of the Chasm.

      “It’s a long way down, my friends,” Talos said.

      “I do hope you remembered to bring more seeds,” Marlyn said.

      “You disappoint me with your lack of faith.” Talos pulled a handful from his belt pouch. “Let’s make this swift. I have an appointment with an army of whores who care not for scarred cocks.”

      Marlyn sniggered at the comment as Talos tossed a small seed at a nearby wall. He held out a hand and magic flowed out from his palm. Thick vines twisted free of my dungeon wall, bonded together, and created an instant bridge.

      The Sap Lords had just bypassed my entire first set of stairs.

      “Well, that’s just cheating,” Abby said from within her core.

      “Makes no difference,” I said. “Haven’t you heard? Cheaters never prosper.”

      The invaders stepped confidently out onto their new ramp of leafy branches and kept their eyes on the walls. They were running high with the satisfaction of Bertha and Abby’s deaths. But I had so many more tricks up my sleeve. The best way to catch your enemy was when they were at the height of confidence. So, I let them stroll down to the first landing without any resistance.

      “This dungeon is far too powerful to be a new vassal of Lilith,” Silrin commented.

      “Its power is an illusion,” Talos said. “The champions we slew were weak. Impressive physical ability, true, but not accustomed to a real adventurer party. Our victory is assured, my friends.”

      Silrin glanced at a shimmering skull. “I trust that you’re not letting your confidence overwhelm your good sense.”

      “His brain just got skewered,” the Blademancer said, “so it might not be working all that well.”

      Talos glowered at the man. “This dungeon is but a newborn.”

      “How does an Infernal Dungeon come to have a travel stone that connects to our realm?” Marlyn asked.

      “It matters not how,” Talos said as he approached the first set of the rewards I’d left for skilled adventurers. He sheathed his scimitar and examined one of my own straight swords of Zagorath Alloy. “Look at the workmanship of this. It’s sloppy. Taken from the hands of savages. Created with the best that the Infernal Realm has to offer.” His fingers traced the enchanted seals on the blade. “Lilith is desperate. She’s grasping at scraps. Much like this dungeon.”

      Talos tossed the sword over the precipice and into the abyss. The weapon spun end over end before clattering against the spikes hundreds of feet below. He reached into his pouch and tossed another seed before activating it with his magic. Another bridge formed out of a mass of tangled roots and provided the lords with a way around my traps.

      I made a mental note to acquire some of those seeds after I killed Talos. The intruders brimmed with confidence as they moved down the next ramp, but they made sure to keep their eyes peeled for any sign of attack. They were professionals, after all. They were the most dangerous adventurers I’d ever faced. It was going to be difficult to catch them off guard.

      Puck’s voice echoed through our mental link. “Are you simply going to let them stroll down and claim your core, Master?”

      “Patience,” I answered.

      Puck waited on a platform halfway down the Chasm for my order, but I wasn’t about to send him in yet. I wanted the lords overconfident. I wanted them to underestimate me. It would make it that much more satisfying when I killed them all.

      The lords used more of their essence-fed seeds to stretch out new paths. They crossed their makeshift paths and avoided every danger with these vine-wreathed pathways. The ramps they created itched against my dungeon’s walls. I could feel them brimming with Physical and Nature Essence.

      “Puck, do your best to agitate them,” I commanded. “I want them to make mistakes. A single misstep and they’re mine. If you want to prove yourself, now’s the time.”

      “Invaders of Zagorath!” Puck’s voice boomed throughout the Chasm as he uncloaked himself. “Your arrogance and presumption displeases the goddess of this realm. Surrender, and your deaths will be swift. Continue to fight, and your demise shall be lingering, agonizing, and unlike anything you’ve ever before experienced.”

      “We are of the Sap Lords of Avalonia, aberration,” Talos shouted back. “We are past negotiation. You have shown your hand. Allow us to show ours.”

      “Oh, my dear little paladin,” Puck laughed, “we’re only beginning.”

      At my command, Lightning Imps exploded from hiding. Red electricity crackled from their carapaces as they swept in to greet the Sap Lords.

      Without knights to protect them, the sorcerers were forced to rely on the quick swords of Talos and the Bladesinger. Marlyn and Silrin fed the pair with yet more essence, and most of the imps were cut down quickly. A number slipped past the swordsmen and dived at the sorcerers. Long claws crackled with scarlet power as they tore into the softer targets of the robed lords. The imp’s carapaces made it difficult for the sorcerers to even swipe them out of the air, and there were too many for Talos and the Bladesinger to ward off.

      Talos swore in his native tongue as a Lightning Imp collided into him and drove him off the root-bridge and onto one of my platforms. Red lightning stood the paladin’s long white hair on end. Talos screamed as Infernally-infused agony flooded his veins. Before he could step on a trigger of mine, the Bladesinger lunged to the rescue. Blades sliced through my new minion from above, severed its wings, and caused the imp to scream in pain. Talos shook off the lightning with the help of the sorcerers’ aura and kicked the wingless imp into the abyss.

      Puck plowed into Marlyn and covered him a blanket of shadows. The sorcerer attempted to slash at the Shade with his dagger, but Puck was already shadows and completely intangible. My champion forced Marlyn backward until his foot found a pressure trigger. The step rotated 90 degrees, but he managed to jump onto another step before he would have fallen to his death.

      Unfortunately for Marlyn, the step he landed on had an Arrow Trap trigger. The click resounded throughout the Chasm and then the air was thick with crossbow bolts. My projectiles seared down toward the bridge. Puck flew upward as a bolt slammed home into the sorcerer. The projectile drove him backward and pinned him to the obsidian wall. He struggled like a butterfly on a pin for a few seconds, and Puck followed up with a volley of shadow-spheres. The sorcerer screamed and writhed before he head went limp. My siphoning stones started to consume his essence, but I forced them to stop. His corpse would remain a worthy testament to the Chasm’s treacherous depths.

      Talos whirled to cut at another Lightning Imp. My minion clung to his sword and charged it with Infernally-laced electricity. The blade turned into a conduit and forced the elf to release it. Talos' main weapon bounced off one of my bridges on the way down and filled the Chasm with the sound of ringing steel.

      A knife was already in Talos' hand as he grappled with an imp. He ripped at a wing and drove the imp into the bridge under his feet. Talos sliced into its body, found the gaps in the creature’s carapace, and bled it dry. Infernal Essence swirled and found its way into one of my siphoning stones nearby.

      Puck hurled shadow-spheres at the remaining three invaders while the last of the Lightning Imps swooped from above. It was clear Puck and the minions were doing little more than annoying the lords, and I’d seen enough of my champions die today. I’d need Puck as an ace in my sleeve for later, so I decided to recall him.

      “You’ve fought well, Puck. It’s time I introduced myself.”

      Puck dodged yet another katana swing from the Bladesinger and raked his claws against flesh, but his opponent was too fast. The Bladesinger ripped through Puck’s body and cast his corpse into the abyss of the Chasm. The Shade dissolved into essence and entered my core.

      “Hellwind,” I invaded the varidu’s mind. “It’s time you showed yourself.”

      I filled him with rage and images of the final sorcerer, and he propelled himself up from the bottom of the Chasm. His wings beat the air and filled the abyss with the sound of a hurricane. The Bladesinger and Talos prepared themselves, but my varidu didn’t want them. Silrin was completely unaware as Hellwind snatched him from a root-bridge.

      “Monster!” Talos cried as he attempted to swipe at the varidu. The Bladesinger joined in the harassment, but Hellwind leaped from the bridge, taking the sorcerer with him.

      As he flew, Hellwind tossed his head side to side and clamped down harder. The sound of flesh ripping and bones breaking echoed through the deep pit. The sigils on Silrin’s robes glowed fiercely as they tried to bring him back, but Hellwind had his number. The sorcerer might’ve been powerful, but he didn’t have the strength to fend off a varidu. With a final crunch, and a decisive swallow, the sorcerer now resided in Hellwind’s stomach. The essence from the dead sorcerer didn’t flow into a siphoning stone, but remained inside the varidu.

      Rather than continue to fight against the remaining pair of lords, Hellwind descended to his place at the bottom of the Chasm. I couldn’t reach his mind any longer, so I figured he had just gorged himself on essence. His stomach might not have been able to handle Nature Essence, so he could be out of the action for a while.

      All my champions were defeated, but only two lords remained. The Bladesinger and Talos. It was time these fools met the Lord of Zagorath. With a single command, Von Dominus melted out of the wall in a little more than a second. I possessed the avatar and scooped up one of the small hand-crossbows I’d made. I buckled the small pouch of bolts to my belt, ratcheted the action backward, and loaded the small bolt-flinger as I heard a shout from above.

      “Below us, Talos!” the Bladesinger yelled.

      I dissolved Von Dominus and teleported further up the Chasm. My feet touched the platform, and I lined up my crossbow again.

      “What was it?” Talos demanded of the other lord.

      “He looked like an elf,” he said.

      “Then it’s Von Dominus. He is tainted. The last to join the fight. They always are.”

      Talos threw more seeds against my dungeon walls. A staircase curled into existence and gave the pair a straight shot down to my Throne Room.

      Von Dominus spawned on my sixth bridge beside the Arrow Trap trigger. I drew a bead on the Bladesinger with my crossbow as he drew closer to me.

      I pulled the trigger, and the bolt flew straight and true. It would have slammed into the Bladesinger’s head, but he ducked aside at the last moment. A flash of green showed on his chest piece, so I figured he had some kind of seal that gave him supernatural instincts. It flickered before going out completely. Had he used the last of the seal’s essence? Well, there was only one way to find out.

      “Into the next room!” the Bladeslinger cried.

      “No!” Talos grabbed his comrade and prevented him from entering my Throne Room. “We do not act hastily. There could be traps in there.”

      “And in here? There’s a damned tainted one who can move at will!”

      I teleported to the same level as the pair of lords, smiled, and bowed. “Von Dominus. Welcome to Zagorath.” I stomped on a trap trigger, and a crossbow bolt rocketed toward them.

      Talos immediately grabbed the Bladesinger and pushed him toward the oncoming bolt. The thick projectile impaled the Bladesinger, and the other lord was throne from his makeshift bridge by the momentum. Rather than fall to his death, he tossed a seed in midair, and branches rose up to stop his fall.

      “Enough!” Talos yelled as the branches brought him ever upward. “Face me like a true elf!”

      I peered down at him. “I’m not really an elf. This is just my avatar. I’m actually a dungeon.”

      Talos drew a dagger as the branches beneath his feet took him ever upward. Von Dominus vanished just as Talos threw the dagger. It thunked into the place I’d been standing a moment before. I had to admit that Talos had a hell of a throw. I reappeared at the entrance doors to my Throne Room.

      “Come on in,” I said as he stormed toward me.

      He drew another dagger from his belt and flung it. I teleported, and the blade passed through empty air before burying itself in my throne a hundred feet away.

      I appeared on the throne and pulled the dagger free. “That has to be a seal you’re using. There’s no way you can throw that well naturally.”

      He paused at the entrance. “You made a grave mistake by killing my collectors. But not as grave a mistake as coming to Eveline’s Realm.”

      “Ah, but the gravest mistake of all? You coming to Zagorath. You’re far too easy to infuriate. It was anger that brought you here, Talos. Have you tried transcendental meditation? I’ve heard it can do wonders.”

      Talos gritted his teeth as his eyes scanned for traps. “I might not be able to absorb your tainted essence, but I can tear your core from this dungeon.”

      “An unsubstantiated threat, if I ever heard one.”

      “I have done, many things, but I have never told a falsehood,” he said as he stalked ever so slowly toward my throne. “I am a Paladin of Eveline. I may not be able to destroy your core, but I can strip it from its resting place. Then, it will be taken to the Entropy’s High Court. The Chief Inquisitors will destroy you, as all creatures of your kind should be. Lilith’s taint will not infect the rest of Sinarius.”

      “Entropy, eh? It’s too early for them to know about me, so I’m afraid I can’t let you leave the dungeon.”

      Talos grinned, but it was clearly an expression of mad desperation. “An unsubstantiated threat, if I ever heard one.”

      “Ha! You know, the last adventurer who promised to destroy me ended up joining me. Perhaps you should make the same choice.”

      I hadn’t exactly considered the proposition, but now that he’d mentioned Entropy, maybe he could be my man on the inside. He was far more powerful than Ralph had been, and I wouldn’t have given the idea much thought if I hadn’t become a Monarch. With Greater Enthrall, I might just be able to control Talos. Or at least rifle through his mind.

      “I will never join you!” Talos yelled as he came within a few feet of my throne.

      “We’ll see about that,” I said.

      Von Dominus melted out of the ceiling. My dagger flared with Infernal magic as I dropped straight down onto Talos. I drove my dagger toward his throat, but he grabbed me and tossed me away. I skittered across the floor before I disolved myself yet again.

      “Come and face me!” Talos screamed. “You hide in shadows, but you will be cleansed in light!”

      He sprinted forward, his eyes never far from the ground as he watched for trap triggers. As he approached my throne, I appeared from out of the floor behind him. He seemed to sense my presence, but I delivered a flying kick before he could turn. The blow shot him backward, and it was Talos’ time to skitter across the floor.

      Talos jumped to his feet, clutched his scimitar, and barrelled forward. I dissolved in an instant and reappeared behind him to strike. My dagger broke through his armor and cut into his hip. He screamed and swept his sword around, but I was gone before the blade could connect.

      His fingers scrambled inside his pouch and grabbed hold of something. He cast seeds to the ground and a horde of branches burst through the obisidan tiles. They swayed as though they had minds of their own, and I realized teleporting from one part of the chamber to the other would be far more precarious now. But I’d injured Talos, and he no longer had his sorcerers to heal him.

      Talos whirled around and sprinted for the Throne Room’s exit. I realized now that he’d used the seeds to cover his escape. What he didn’t know was that my teleportation wasn’t restricted to this floor. I had Dungeon Acuity, so I could move wherever I liked, whenever I liked.

      Rather than race after Talos right away, I allowed him a little head start. I could feel Hellwind in the Chasm, his stomach a roaring furnace of hunger.

      I reached into the mind of my new pet. Hellwind had picked the bones of Silrin clean, but hunger still raged through his body. My pet monster let out an ear-splitting screech that reverberated off the walls and seemed to shake the very roots of Zagorath itself. He launched himself upward and used his enormous, hooked claws to gain speed as he grabbed at the wall and thrusted himself to the Chasm’s zenith.

      Talon’s eyes widened as he raced up the Chasm. His movements were erratic, and any step could be his last if he touched a trigger.

      Hellwind landed on the bridge behind Talos and caught hold of him. The paladin screamed as my pet took him off his feet. The varidu clamped down on Talos, and razor teeth bit through his torso.

      “Enough,” I said after I teleported to the Chasm. “I want him.”

      Hellwind whined a little as blood trailed from his beak.

      “Give him to me,” I reiterated.

      Hellwind mewled again but then dropped Talos at my feet. The paladin groaned as he futilely tried to mend his brutalized torso with his hands.

      I bent over the paladin and gripped either side of his head. I stared into his eyes, and my vision flooded with crimson. A strong mental barrier prevented me from tapping into the center of his consciousness, but I picked up images of a walled palace with a hundred narrow turrets. Scarlet and white banners billowed from the parapets, and guards in white gold armor walked the ramparts.

      Entropy.

      The word came to me from Talos’ mind. So this is where my future rivals lived. If he had seen this place, then he knew so much more.

      Unfortunately, there was no way I could break through his mental barrier. Nor could I risk keeping him alive. He had given me a small insight into Entropy, and that would have to suffice. I knew now that there were people in Avalonia who could assist me with the quest Lilith had given me. The Deadeye Guild were indebted to me, and Tyria would be there to help. The Nature Realm would be mine, and this was just my first mission. The campaign was far from over.

      I pulled Talos to his feet, and he attempted to grab me. I stepped aside and pushed him just a little bit closer to the bridge’s precipice. He swayed on his feet, but his eyes were half shut.

      Hellwind grizzled, and it was clear he knew what came next.

      I walked close to Talos, raised my foot, and kicked him square in the chest.

      He tumbled down the Chasm, and I peered over the bridge to watch his descent. He crashed into a set of obsidian spikes with a satisfying splat.

      There was a certain pop culture reference I could have made when I’d kicked Talos, but I was a citizen of the Sinarius Realms now. I’d left Earth behind, and there was no way I was going back.

      I dusted off my hands and went to Hellwind. “Sorry, buddy. You’ll have plenty more adventurers to feed on in the coming days.”

      I was about to return Von Dominus to my core when I felt another presence in my dungeon. Was some final surprise the Sap Lords had left behind?

      I teleported back to the Throne Room, and all the branches Talos had summoned were gone. A lithe woman was draped over my throne, her familiar face smiling proudly. Her wings were folded comfortably over the back of the throne, and a pointed tail twitched in her lap. Leather straps crossed over her in a kind of dungeon outfit straight from my raunchiest dreams.

      It was the same ensemble she’d worn when she appeared in my apartment back on Earth. That seemed like an eternity ago, and for a moment, I was no longer Von Dominus of Zagorath. I was simply Dominic Thompson, recently unemployed and soon-to-be evicted.

      Lilith offered me a hypnotic smile as her forked tongue slid over her lips. “My Viceroy,” she purred. “I think it’s time we had a little chat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Monster Core?

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Monster Core 2.

      

      Want more Monster Core novels? Please leave a review here to let me know you’d like more.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      If you want fast notifications, then the best thing is to join my Facebook fan group and follow my Facebook page.

      

      If you’re not on Facebook, you can join my email newsletter list here.

      

      Thanks again and I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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        * * *

      

      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      How about spicy harem stories? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.

      

      If you love Dungeon Core stories, there’s a great group of fans in the Dungeon Corps Facebook group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.
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