
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Monster Core (Book 1)

    

    




      
        Dante King

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Dante King

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      v001

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          12. Interlude

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          17. Interlude

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          25. Interlude

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          28. Interlude

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

      

      
        
          Want More Monster Core?

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Why was an eight-foot-tall demon goddess standing in my living room?

      I stared at my new VR terminal and wracked my brain to make some sense of the situation. The metal cube was a plain matte black except for a DarkTech logo imprinted on each side. The hulking rectangular shell wasn’t even plugged into the power socket. Maybe I’d jumped into the system and completely forgotten about it? Or, maybe I was already in the game, the terminal simply projecting this beautiful woman onto the backdrop of my living room? I’d heard that some of the newest machines messed with brainwaves, and some could even cause short-term memory loss.

      Yeah, that had to be it.

      “Did you not hear me?” the beautiful goddess asked. Her words were laced with a peculiar accent, and I marveled at the level of detail in her form. Even the best games designed for the best hardware couldn’t quite match real life, and this woman was something else.

      If it wasn’t for the vaulted ceilings in my top floor apartment, the goddess would have needed to hunch over. Her indigo-colored skin glistened as though carved from some non-existent jewel. Twin ivory horns curled out from her midnight black hair while the arrow-shaped end of her tail flicked around her ankles. She wore the least amount of clothing possible, little more than strips of leather, and barely anything was left to the imagination. Powerful curves of smooth muscle and flesh looked as if they still wanted to escape. It was distracting as, well … hell.

      “Are you Sir Yorik of the Golden Seraph?” she asked.

      I wasn’t sure how many times she’d asked me that question, but it was the first time I’d actually heard it. She had to be the creation of the VR terminal; there was no other explanation.

      Otherwise, I would have to admit I was either insane or what I was seeing was real.

      The goddess stepped toward me as though demanding an answer, but my ability to speak more than a few words had suddenly vanished. I wasn’t normally so tongue-tied around beautiful women—especially not one who was little more than a bunch of code.

      “I’d offer you something to drink, but I doubt you can actually, you know, drink,” I managed to say.

      “Actually, I would very much like something to wet my lips,” the goddess purred.

      I felt my neck heat up and cursed the game developers for creating something so alluring. “Sure,” I forced my mouth to say the word.

      I went to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of cream soda from the refrigerator; the goddess accepted the drink with a cool smile, using a clawed finger to pop the lid. The bottle touched her dark lips, and she let out a little moan.

      “The taste is wonderful. My deepest gratitude for the refreshment. Now, I must meet with Sir Yorik. Has he returned from his quest?”

      “Ah, I’m Sir Yorik,” I said. It was the name I used for my avatar in Enter the Dark Realm. I hadn’t played the game in years, but it had been my favorite dungeon crawler when I was in high school.

      “You?” The demon’s eyes roamed my body. “Well, you are quite muscular, and I imagine you would wield a blade quite well, but you are certainly no paladin.”

      “I am Sir Yorik,” I repeated.

      The demoness narrowed her eyes, and her irises took on a crimson glow. Something touched my mind, and goose-pimples rippled over my arms. Even though the sensation spooked me, I couldn’t help but marvel at the accuracy of this new VR terminal’s physical responses.

      “Yes, I can see you tell the truth,” the demoness said after her eyes stopped glowing. “You are also not delusional. I assume your world has some means of transfiguration? Is that how you become Sir Yorik of the Golden Seraph?”

      “I guess you could call it that,” I answered.

      “Excellent. Then the first component of my mission is complete. My name is Lilith, Goddess of the Infernal Realm.”

      “Pleasure.”

      “I am very good at that.”

      “Of course, you are,” I said with a chuckle.

      “I must now move onto the details. Forgive me if I do not tarry.”

      “Go ahead.” I tore my eyes away from her, finally, and looked at the small black box by my PC.

      It was the weekend, and I’d just been fired from my job at the world’s biggest marketing firm, Blue Word. Management had turned a blind eye to my gray hat tactics, but then one of my colleagues had turned to the competition, and the shit had hit the fan.

      Someone had to take the fall, and they chose me as their sacrificial lamb.

      The VR terminal, along with the top floor apartment in a high-rise building, had been purchased with my ridiculous salary, but I would have to give them up now. I could handle that next week. For now, there was a world-class gaming terminal sitting in my living room, projecting the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      “When do we start?” I asked.

      “Firstly, you will need to select a dungeon,” Lilith replied.

      “Nice. Dungeon crawlers are my favorite types of games. Killing monsters, collecting loot, and upgrading my character.”

      “You won’t be entering the dungeon as an adventurer.”

      “Oh,” I said with a little disappointment.

      “You will be the dungeon itself.”

      “How does that work? Is it like that old Dungeon Keeper game?”

      “I am not sure I comprehend your meaning.”

      “What’s the game called?” I asked.

      “My land is named the Sinarius Realms.”

      “Really? Did your company buy the rights to Enter the Dark Realm? Because that’s the end-game world.”

      “Your mortal masters have no sway over the realms,” Lilith told me. “Many may wish to destroy them, and many have tried. All have failed; I am your master now.”

      “What the hell was I thinking, asking you that question?” I said with a shake of my head. If DarkTech hadn’t secured the rights, then they were risking a seriously expensive trademark battle. “Of course, you don’t know. You’re programmed into the game, not one of the developers.”

      “I helped construct the Sinarius Realms at the beginning of time.”

      “So, you’re a developer? It seems kinda arrogant that a developer would program herself into the game to look like some beautiful goddess.”

      “You think me beautiful? I am the least alluring of the goddesses. Even the demigods are more beautiful than I am.”

      “False modesty. Nice. Remind me not to ever meet the real developer.”

      “God? I am afraid you would not like him very much.”

      “Very funny. So, what’s the hook for your game? Why would I want to play it when I could be playing 100 others?”

      It was hard to shake my marketing brain and the way this goddess acted made me think she was actually controlled by a human rather than an AI. Even the best NPCs in other virtual reality games couldn’t answer every question a player could ask, so there was no other explanation. The terminal and its starter games were all still in beta, so it wouldn’t be unusual for every player to be given a personal introduction from one of the customer service team members controlling an avatar.

      “I have been preparing for your arrival for quite some time, so I have used the means available to me to make your quest… enjoyable.”

      “Dungeons, loot, and monsters. The usual staples.”

      “Oh, there will be plenty of those, but I am referring to the other dungeon cores. Many are beautiful females. Not quite human, but sufficient for your male tastes. I understand you human males from Earth are quite ravenous in your sexual appetites.”

      That made me smirk.

      “Sure, I like sex, but wouldn’t exactly call myself ravenous.”

      “There are rules.” Lilith’s expression shifted from sexy goddess to stern dominatrix. “Just like in your world… laws of nature and laws of science. We also have laws of magic and laws of attraction.”

      “You mean these laws of attraction actually function like physics in your world?”

      “Indeed. You will learn more of this, and I shall teach you, but now I must show you my world.”

      An image of an entirely different kind of dungeon appeared in my mind, and I couldn’t help imagining this beautiful demoness cracking a whip while a tight leather bikini barely stopped her breasts from tumbling out.

      I dispelled the image from my head when the goddess lifted her clawed hand and drew a finger across the air. The sharp digit seemed to carve a line through reality, and adrenaline raced through my veins. The stench of sulphur invaded the room as the slit expanded until it was like a window into a whole other world.

      I looked at the goddess and grinned. I was tongue-tied again, but for an entirely different reason.

      This was unlike any other virtual reality game I had seen before.

      “Will you join me in my realm?” Lilith asked.

      I didn’t even need to answer, but if I’d been in the mood for puns . . .

      Hell, yes.
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      When I passed through the portal, I was no longer in my human body. I was a disembodied soul, a red spark of light floating in the air like a fire wisp. I still had all my senses, but they weren’t filtered through a body.

      I could see and hear with total clarity, and Lilith’s steady heartbeat sounded like a bass drum as she made her way to a high-backed throne. My form floated across a chamber made of a vibrant crimson stone that seemed to flicker and glow as though embers sparked beneath its surface.

      “These are the Sinarius Realms.” Lilith’s voice entered my mind. She waved a hand in front of her, and a square section of the floor in front of me retreated to show a pool of boiling lava. I stared within the fiery depths until the lava retreated, and the ridges in the earth formed a map.

      The total area was massive, and the steam from the lava actually formed a fog of war over the majority of the landscapes. I could make out borders separating mountainous regions, forests, cities, lakes, rivers, farms, and fortresses in the sky.

      If players could go to all these places, then it was the biggest game I’d ever seen.

      “Are all of these places accessible to players?” I asked Lilith. My voice sounded identical to when I’d had a human body, but I was now communicating through a kind of telepathy.

      “Yes. There are six realms in total. Infernal, Holy, Cold, Fire, Storm, and Nature. I can only show you the Infernal Realm on this map. I am closed to the others.”

      “That explains the fog of war. So, there are six realms in total? Do they come with the release or are they expansion content?”

      “You will start in the Infernal Realm, and most of your time will be spent there. It is most unusual for a dungeon core to venture outside its birth realm.”

      “Dungeon core? Is that what I am now?” I enjoyed the roleplaying aspect of online games, but being a dungeon seemed a little strange.

      Lilith chuckled and gave me a smile that was both schoolmaster and sexy seductress. “No, Dominic. You are merely a disembodied soul.”

      “How do you know my name?” I asked.

      “I know many things. Like I know I shall seal your spirit to the jeweled heart of an infant Infernal Dungeon.”

      “I don’t get to choose what kind of dungeon I’ll be?”

      “You do not.”

      “Damn,” I said. “Infernal Dungeons sound kinda cool, but I was hoping there’d be more decision making in this game. It seems a little . . . restrictive.” I paused to look at the leather constricting the goddess’ curves. “You might be into the whole asphyxiation thing, but I like a little more room for movement. You can breathe in that thing, right?”

      “Oh, I have no trouble breathing, Dominic.” Her voice was deep and breathy. “Nor should you worry about your position in my realm. It fits your personality. I always assess a person’s spirit before calling them to this world to ensure they are sealed to a dungeon befitting them.”

      “Really? What makes you think I’d be best matched with an Infernal Dungeon? I was a Paladin of the Golden Seraph, after all.”

      “You may have been on the side of the light, but you carry in yourself a great darkness. You were spurned at your previous occupation, and already plot the downfall of your enemies.”

      “That’s true,” I said. I wasn’t sure how she could know this since I hadn’t told anyone my plans to destroy the rival marketing companies that had cost me my job. This VR terminal was one hell of a machine if it could sense that much.

      “You desire the power to enforce your will upon others for the greater good,” the goddess continued.

      “People don’t know exactly what they need.” I made a mental shrug.

      “You are cunning beyond measure,” Lilith said.

      “Yeah, you’re right about that. Sounds like I’m your man, Lilith.”

      “The Infernal Dungeon should be your home.”

      “Your game, your rules.” Well, I had to start somewhere; it might as well be hell.

      “Excellent. And on the matter of choice, you need not worry. There will be many, many decisions to be made as an Infernal Dungeon core. You are actually my first in a very, very long time. The other realms have many dungeons, but you shall be the lone Infernal Dungeon.”

      “I’ll have you all to myself then?” I doubted I’d actually be the only player operating a dungeon in the Infernal Realms since that would lead to balancing problems on the developer end, but I was happy to go with it for now.

      “Yes, but I am only capable of setting you on the right path. After that, you shall be on your own. The Others have forbidden me from creating another dungeon core. My last cores proved far too troublesome for the other realms.”

      “I can’t guarantee I won’t be trouble.”

      “Oh, I am more than aware of the chaos you shall bring to the realm.”

      “Tell me more about being a dungeon core.”

      “You shall be the very heart of a dungeon. You will have control over what monsters lie within, the layout of the various floors, and the rewards adventurers seek inside your perilous depths. A dungeon core needs these soldiers of fortune to live. When the heroes and heroines command the arcane forces, they leave residual essences behind. These essences make the land and the creatures that inhabit it stronger.”

      “Do they make a dungeon stronger?”

      “Not by themselves. A dungeon must slay these adventurers to earn what is called Soul Essence. Please me in your brutality, and you will be appropriately rewarded. Impale, eviscerate, and decapitate.” The goddess let out a little moan as a forked tongue flashed across her lips.

      “I see,” I said as I tried to dismiss my sudden attraction to her sadism. “So, I’m basically a dungeon master.”

      Lilith tilted her head as if she didn’t understand. “You are a dungeon core.”

      “Right.”

      “But you are something else, too. You are my Viceroy. As thanks for bringing you to this world, I have a special task for you.”

      “Go on.”

      “I want you to become the most widely renowned dungeon in all the realms,” she continued. “You must capture the attention of the strongest guild. Entropy.”

      “Entropy? They couldn’t think of something less obvious?”

      “It has been their moniker for millennia,” she said.

      “Long time. Why are you interested in this guild? Do they have some kind of diabolical plan to take over the realms? Or are they threatening to destroy all the dungeons?”

      “That is for you to find out. It will take some time, perhaps years, for you to become sufficiently infamous for Entropy to visit your dungeon.”

      "I like the sound of that. Not the years part, of course. I’m a pretty impatient guy.”

      Even if it did take me months to master this game world, I wouldn’t mind. The level of sensory detail so far was astounding, so I expected the developers would include some tactile experience in the sealing. I hoped it wouldn’t be too painful since some of these games could really take things a step too far.

      And painful it was.

      I screamed as my entire being was ripped apart from the inside out. A loud slurp pounded against my eardrums, and I felt like the last drop of water being sucked down a drain. My spirit cried out in agony for what felt like days upon end, and then everything vanished inside a split second.

      When I’d been a disembodied spirit, I’d still had some semblance of human-like senses, but now I had a strange feeling of omnipresence. I was everywhere at once, yet completely displaced. I had no sense of self, no understanding of my surroundings.

      “Do you hear me, Dominic?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “What do you sense?”

      I wanted to tell the goddess I couldn’t feel a damned thing. My entire mind felt imprisoned, incarcerated within a cell of complete nothingness.

      Absence. An abyss.

      Then something flickered inside the darkness, and I focused upon that center of light. No bigger than the head of a pin, but it expanded when my consciousness targeted it. Soon, I was feeling what I’d become. My faces were rock-hard, my edges sharp enough to slice through skin. The more I studied my surface, the more I learned of my nature.

      I was a tiny jewel, formed of the same crimson material as Lilith’s throne room.

      “This is you,” Lilith explained. “You are now a dungeon core.”

      “I feel weird.”

      “You have undergone an incredible transformation. It is normal to feel like you want to escape. But you cannot.”

      “You’re saying I can’t log out?”

      “Log out? Oh, I realize now what you have come to believe. This is not a game, Dominic. The magical relic we delivered to your house summoned me, and I have taken you with me to the Sinarius Realms. You cannot return home. You are forever sealed to the dungeon core. Fulfil my desires, and you might be able to seal your soul to another being, but you will never return to Earth.”

      Holy shit.

      I should have been afraid, but all I felt was excitement. There were too many things I couldn’t explain to doubt the goddess’ words. I knew for certain I hadn’t turned on the VR terminal even though I’d struggled for hours; I’d pulled the power plug from the socket because it was a stormy night and didn’t want to risk a power surge destroying the terminal.

      Not to mention the incredible sensations I was now experiencing. A VR terminal couldn’t imitate the experience of real life like this; it was technologically impossible—unless some gaming studio had invented technology even the military didn’t have access to, but that was ridiculous.

      As fucking crazy as it sounded, I’d been sent a magical relic that had summoned a demon goddess to transport me to this world.

      And, according to Lilith, I was literally the heart of a dungeon.

      I had some idea of what my new existence entailed from the goddess’s earlier explanation, and I’d fought against thousands upon thousands of dungeons from the confines of my living room. Surely those experiences would help me?

      Hell, I wasn’t sure whether I was in way over my head.

      Fuck it. I always worked best under pressure.

      Slowly, the fog cleared away from the jewel, and the stone’s center pulsed like a glistening heart. I took assurance in the many faces of the beautiful precious stone, and the light seemed to grow stronger until it illuminated the rest of the chamber. I realized we were no longer inside Lilith’s throne room. She must have transported me here before merging my soul with the glowing jewel. This was a small cave with a narrow entrance and stalactites reaching down from the ceiling. The rock was obsidian, dark and slick.

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      “Inside the caverns of Shadow Crag,” Lilith answered. “It is the largest mountain in all the Infernal Realm, home to a dwindling population of creatures under my dominion. Before you can venture to more fertile grounds, you must name your dungeon. What great and mighty name shall you assign it?”

      My fear vanished as I considered my current state. Living inside a dungeon core was a whole lot better than getting kicked out of my apartment and finding a food service job. My name had been tainted by the media, and nowhere worth working would hire me.

      Satisfied with this train of thought, I recalled the name of the most difficult Hell Dungeon from Enter the Dark Realm.

      “Zagorath,” I answered as nostalgia filled my consciousness with warmth.

      “A fitting name,” Lilith said. “I have created your realm. You should see—”

      “Whoah!” A pop-up window appeared beside my jeweled heart.

      

      
        
        Zagorath

        Type: Infernal Core

        Essences: None

        Champions: 0/2

        Abilities: Spring Trap (Physical)

      

      

      

      “I thought this wasn’t a game?” I asked the goddess.

      “I have made your interactions with this world much like the games you enjoy. I believe it will make your current circumstance more palatable. You are my Viceroy, and I want to make this experience . . . pleasurable.”
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      The way Lilith’s tongue slid over the word pleasurable still wasn’t close to the excitement swelling inside my small, new, shining form. I was thrilled with the change of scenery. I’d lost my job, damaged my future career prospects, and had been just one month’s failed rent payment from getting evicted.

      This was basically like dying and going to heaven.

      Well, maybe it was more like going to hell, but this was a version of hell where I’d become the most powerful dungeon the realms had ever seen.

      “So when can I get started?” I asked Lilith.

      “There are a few things to be completed before you can start building your dungeon. You must not try to take in too much sensory experience at once. Your dungeon core is weak. Soon, you shall see in ways you never thought possible, but for now, you are a newborn. Your senses must adjust.”

      Adjusting would take time, but it wouldn’t stop me prioritizing dungeon-building as soon as I could.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      “You must choose an avatar.”

      “Is that my first summon?”

      “It is a type of summon, the only one you can fully control by inserting the totality of your consciousness inside its mind.”

      The pop-up box of my dungeon core vanished, and another box replaced it.

      

      
        
        The Superior Infernal Races

      

        

      
        Obsidian Imp

        Tiny and nimble race widely despised by almost all other races

        Greater Agility

        Flight

        Chance to dodge spells

        Gifted with Smelter

      

        

      
        Devilkin

        Children of the Dark One

        Greater Intelligence

        All fire spells are increased by 1 level
        

        Succubi/Incubi

        Progenitors of lesser demonic races that can produce offspring with many different races

        All summoning spells are increased by 1 level

        Gifted with Fruitfulness

      

        

      
        Tainted Elf

        Descendants of wood elves taken by the Dark One and infused with her demonic powers

        Greater Charm

        Permanent night vision

        Gifted with Enthrall

      

        

      
        Voidfiend

        Warriors of the Dark One

        Greater Might

        Gifted with Intimidation

      

      

      The Obsidian Imp was a race perfect for rogues and the flight ability seemed neat. Devilkin was suited for sorcerers with a penchant for pyromancy while the Succubi/Incubi fitted a summoner class. The Tainted Elf probably worked as a kind of vampiric bard, and the Voidfiend was a go-to race for warriors and tanks. I had a preference for tanks, but that was mostly while playing in a party.

      But this was different. I wanted to fully embrace the demonic flavor of this fucked-up world I’d hurtled into.

      At least from the descriptions, the Tainted Elf was probably the most human-like of the Superior Infernal Races. With Greater Charm and the Enthrall ability, I could make an avatar to take my roleplaying ability up to the next level. I couldn’t tell exactly what those two abilities did, but I knew enough about fantasy RPGs to make accurate inferences.

      I’d never really focused on charisma-style builds before, but this was the perfect situation to play one. The consequences of my actions and how people interacted with me mattered a lot more since this wasn’t a game.

      “So, which race will you select for your avatar?” Lilith asked me.

      “Tainted Elf,” I said without hesitation.

      “Then you shall now be granted access to your race’s classes.”

      

      
        
        Tainted Elf Classes

      

        

      
        Lord

        Ruler of all

        Increased chance of enthralling a target

        Granted the Vampiric Expertise perk

      

        

      
        Hemomancer

        Adept in the use of blood magic

        Increased life leech

        Early access to hemomancy seals

        Granted the Blood Drainer perk

      

        

      
        Magus

        Master of subterfuge magic

        Increased duration of illusion seals

        Granted the Double Vision perk

      

        

      
        Infernal Champion

        Battle general of infernal creatures

        All Infernal Soul Forges have 10% decreased resource costs

        Granted the Greater Void perk

      

      

      

      All the classes were different flavours for a dungeon avatar, and I struggled to settle on one. The various classes brought me to the conclusion the Tainted Elf race was some kind of vampire. The Hemomancer sounded the most vampiric, but also a bit generic. The Magus appeared to be an illusionist, but I wanted to better balance slaying enemies in the thick of battle with the art of subterfuge. A Magus was unlikely to allow me to do both with equal effectiveness. The Infernal Champion was a summoner-based class specializing in  minions, but I much preferred an avatar who could fight alongside minions.

      I stared at the Lord row for a few seconds and considered what ‘Vampiric Expertise’ might mean. The perk might be a blood-drinking type skill, but then it would be indistinguishable from the Hemomancer’s Blood Drainer perk.

      “What does the Vampiric Expertise perk do?” I asked the goddess.

      “It allows you to gain access to minions of other realms.”

      “Interesting.” It sounded like an overpowered ability entirely dependent upon how many dungeon cores existed and how easy it was to activate the perk. “Do I have to drink their blood or something?”

      “No. You must conquer dungeon core avatars.”

      “Conquer?” It was hard to miss her stress in the word.

      Lilith’s lips tweaked upward. “You must either shatter their jeweled hearts or seduce their avatars. Either option will grant you access to their special abilities.”

      Killing other dungeon cores sounded positively evil—the whole point of an Infernal Dungeon. I always jumped head-first into roleplaying, and this was no different. Despite Lilith’s jab at my ‘ravenous’ sexual appetites earlier, I’d never taken to the whole ‘sleep with avatars’ feature in the games I’d played. Then my mind flickered back to Lilith, poised on her throne, gazing at me with naked lust.

      Fuck it. When in Rome, right?

      The concept of being a ‘Lord’ also tied into the way I wanted to act in this world. If I could enthrall adventurers and turn them on each other, it would lead to absolute mayhem in their ranks.

      Impale, eviscerate, decapitate, Lilith had said. I could give her that and so much more.

      And all at the same time, if I felt like it.

      “I’ll be a Lord,” I said after no more thought.

      “A promising choice,” the goddess purred.

      “Choice? Can I multi-class?”

      “No, but there are Esteemed Classes. Hundreds, as a matter of fact, but they only become open to you after your feats grow sufficiently notorious. You need not consider them now. They will become known to you in time.”

      “You really like the whole you’ll learn in time aspect of your job, don’t you?”

      "I am enjoying myself, yes.”

      “If this was a game, then I’d think you were keeping a level of mystery to stop people from theorycrafting during the beta so they don’t get a head-start on release.”

      “Unfortunately, my powers have been . . . restricted,” Lilith said, her tone almost sounding disappointed. “Part of this limitation means I cannot immediately translate everything into a manner you will understand. A simple mental command should be sufficient to summon your avatar.”

      I concentrated on my center, and the warmth of my jewel surrounded me. A scalding heat lashed against my being, and I focused on it. I could feel something else inside of me, a ball of existence that I pushed outward.

      Then a silhouette presented itself, a lean figure of about six feet set against the backdrop of the cavern’s slick walls.

      I couldn’t see a much of the Tainted Elf in the darkness, but then Lilith held out her palm and a ball of light appeared.

      My demonic elf stood almost motionless, feet shoulder-length apart. His chest slowly rose and fell, and I felt I was gazing at a character creation screen. Beneath thick eyebrows, a vacant stare showed black where the whites of his eyes should have been, and tiny black pupils sat in the center of silver irises. Black hair grew to his broad shoulders, and pointed ears peaked out from either side of his head.

      Pale skin pulled against high cheekbones, and his lips were a blood red. The sphere’s light touched my avatar’s elongated fangs, and the bleached white teeth became more pronounced when the elf produced a confident and charming smile. A simple black tunic covered his lithe torso, and matching pants wrapped his slender legs. The clothing fitted well and showed the muscular physique beneath; he was lean and athletic but not a powerhouse of muscle. The avatar was actually somewhat similar to my appearance on Earth, and I wondered whether that was purposeful.

      “Firstly, what shall you name your demonic servant?” Lilith asked.

      “Hmmm . . . how about Von Dominus?”

      “Mmmm . . . “ The goddess moaned a little, repeating my chosen name with a sexy drawl.

      “You like it?”

      “I love it. A fitting name for my Viceroy’s avatar. You will have to use him sparingly. He can only be summoned for a total of sixty minutes per day,” Lilith said.

      “Does your world have twenty-four hours per day?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I can summon my avatar as many times I like within that period?” I asked.

      “As long as he is not active for longer than sixty minutes in total.”

      “That’s quite the shortcoming.”

      “You can extend this time as you grow stronger,” Lilith answered.

      “Is there a stat screen for my avatar? I need to look at it.”

      Suddenly, a text box appeared in front of me.

      

      
        
        Von Dominus

        Core: Infernal

        Race: Tainted Elf

        Class: Lord

        Sigils: None

        Skills: Enthrall

        Perks: Vampiric Expertise

      

      

      
      “I have my avatar now,” I said. “What next?”

      “You need to plant your jewel,” Lilith said. “Special locations where your core can be planted will call out to you. They are enriched with magical minerals that will make your dungeon more powerful. Find one and plant your seed.”

      “Any problems with planting my seed right here? I could think of a few places nearby.”

      “I would not advise sowing your oats here,” Lilith said with a small smirk.

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      “There are better places outside these caverns. I cannot state the exact location because I fear the Others might be listening even now. They would try to stop you. But you will find the one. I know you are very capable.”

      “Why not whisper it to me?” I asked. “Better yet, do your telepath thing and state the location directly to my mind.”

      “They can hear MindSpeak,” she said.

      “Sounds like you have quite the powerful enemies.”

      “Indeed. They would not like me meddling. I did not want them to see I have brought you to the Sinarius Realms, but I fear they might already have learned of your existence.”

      “Isn’t bringing souls into your world and sealing them to dungeon cores part of your job?”

      “It was,” Lilith answered. “I have since been prohibited from exercising that privilege.”

      “You’re a naughty little goddess, aren’t you?”

      "I would be annihilated if the rest of the Pantheon learned the purpose of my actions.”

      “What exactly is your purpose? Getting the inside scoop on Entropy can’t be your end goal.”

      “I have my own designs. Remember your place, Viceroy,” Lilith said.

      “So, I have to mine the information from you?”

      “I am not so easily cajoled.”

      “Like my old man used to say, nothing worthwhile comes easy,” I added.

      “Your father sounds like a wise man,” Lilith said.

      “Sounded. He’s dead.” My origin story was quite the combination of tropes. An orphaned kid is transported to a fantasy world and given powers beyond his wildest dreams. I also had a quest to go along with my trope-laden origin, but at least my story would involve butchering adventurers rather than journeying through fantasy lands with a white-bearded wizard for a companion.

      “Ah, humans are so fragile. Was it a brutal death?” Lilith asked.

      “If you can call a heart attack brutal, then sure.” I might have been annoyed by the goddess’s questions, but I knew she didn’t intend to offend me. I wasn’t easy to upset either; Discord servers had eradicated any sense of being offended a long time ago.

      “He did not die in battle?” Lilith pressed. “He was not slain by the hand of a great warrior, consumed by the magefire of a renowned pyromancer?”

      “No, no, and no.”

      “Then I pity him.”

      “If you weren’t so beautiful, I’d have a hard time liking you, Lilith.”

      The goddess smiled at me, and her wet tongue glistened in the light from her hand. “I am glad you like me. Your time of slaughter is at its beginning. Become the greatest, bathe the walls of your lair in blood, and harness the power of the realms.

      “But do not spurn what I have given you. You must take advantage, for there are many secrets to uncover. I wish I could tell you all, but the Others have ears everywhere. I have seen things, and I believe you are a conqueror. In time, perhaps you shall even attempt to dominate me.” She paused, her scarlet irises turning hard for a moment. “I can assure you that would not end in your favour.”

      “Isn’t it a bit early to say you’re not interested in me? We haven’t even gone on a date yet,” I joked.

      “You are ambitious. That’s why I chose you. But you must not forget your place.”

      Right. I was just a tiny ruby, looking at a puppet I could summon for an hour.

      Not exactly an unstoppable warrior or a dungeon from the bowels of hell.

      “Understood. So how do I control Von Dominus?”

      “Infuse your consciousness with him. Like before, a mental command is sufficient.”

      Instead of drawing into my jewel, I possessed my avatar with my soul. In a flash of light, the feeling of being a carved gem vanished, and I was staring through the elf’s eyes. Everything was brighter now I was benefiting from my avatar’s permanent night vision.

      I tilted my head and rolled my shoulders to massage my new muscles. My gem floated in mid-air behind me, sparkling with crimson. The elf felt similar enough to my old form that any differences were so much more noticeable. My senses, particularly sight and hearing, were through the roof, and I could almost feel a piece of my soul reaching out to touch Lilith whenever I set eyes on her. I couldn’t wait to enthrall unsuspecting adventurers. Well, once I figured it out.  

      “That’s better,” I said. “Now I can actually appreciate you.”

      Lilith’s mouth curved into that charming smile, oozing sensuality. “Come closer, Viceroy.”

      Almost on their own, my feet started toward her. With a soft sigh, the demonic goddess slipped off her throne. Even with my new elf body, she towered over me.

      I felt desire, pure and simple, swim through my blood. Her warnings, her power, none of it seemed to matter as I fell into her gaze. My lips touched hers, and I found myself in the best kiss of my life.

      The goddess’ mouth was hot, almost boiling. She tasted of something sweet, smooth, sultry—strawberries and cream, maybe? Lilith moaned as her claws found my back and pulled me to her. My lean elf flesh felt her firm curves as the goddess kissed me hungrily. Her forked tongue slid behind my teeth, curled around my tongue, and squeezed. Heat and sweetness bathed my taste buds as she explored my mouth.

      A pleased growl ripped itself free of my throat. My fangs extended, and the tips punctured her lips. Her mouth curved into a smile even as we kissed, and then she released me. Our lips parted, a droplet of blood trailing down her chin. Her tongue lapped up the crimson thread and retreated back into her mouth.

      “I must go now,” Lilith said.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stick around? Get to . . . know each other a little better?”

      Maybe my Vampiric Expertise could grant me access to Lilith’s abilities. I would much rather fuck her than kill her. Hell, if I took the goddess right now, it could mean an incredible growth in power.

      We’d already kissed, but I was more than willing to take things to the next level. A growth in power and sex with a beautiful goddess? I wasn’t about to turn that down. With the thought in mind, I moved closer to her. My gaze locked onto her eyes, and a surge of something only describable as magic burst free of my insides and seemed to penetrate her defenses. Her eyes widened, staring straight into mine, seeming to fall into my gaze . . .

      I leaned in without breaking my hold. I could smell a sweet aroma as I drew nearer to the goddess. Lilith stopped me short with her finger pressing against my lips.

      “The first kiss was my gift to you,” she said. “You will have to work for the second.”

      Shit, didn’t I have her? What was going on?

      My power over her flipped, and suddenly I was the one in the throes of a magical charm. I couldn’t move. My whole body felt petrified.

      “You seem to be forgetting your place, Von Dominus. Remember, I can end you whensoever I wish. Do you understand?”

      My neck couldn’t manage a nod, but the goddess released me anyway.

      “I will forget that little attempt to use Charm on me.”

      “I was just testing my new abilities.”

      “Do not test them on me.”

      “Understood. How about we move on?” I wanted to change the subject quickly, fearing what Lilith might do if she learned I wasn’t completely under her sway. I’d learned everything I needed to know from the slight fear in her eyes when I’d attempted to kiss her a second time.

      As easy as it would be to grow strong enough to force myself upon her, I couldn’t do that. Even though this wasn’t Earth, I couldn’t. I wasn’t going to force women to my bed; I would use my vampiric charm to sweeten my advances, but would never completely enthrall a lady in order to sleep with her.

      It would make my task a little harder, and my Vampiric Expertise would be more difficult to implement, but it was one way of maintaining my hold on my humanity.

      “There is one thing I still need to provide you,” Lilith said. “A map. It will guide you through the caverns, to a place worthy of your dungeon. Somewhere high, perhaps?”

      
        
        Acquired Item from Lilith (Infernal Goddess)!

        Map (Shadow Crag)

      

      

      

      The notification in my vision was replaced by a map with black ink brushed over an old parchment.

      Before I could thank the goddess, her clawed hand, brimming with burning warmth, brushed the side of my face as she stared into my eyes.

      “Goodbye, Von Dominus. Kill in my name.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      Lilith traced her finger through the air, and a doorway opened to her throne room. The smell of her filled my nostrils as she vanished through the portal.

      The magical rift blinked out of existence and left behind the lingering smell of acrid sulphur. I was left in the darkness as I stared at my jeweled heart through elvish eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The cavern’s slick black walls glistened while water dripped from the stalactites and plopped into pools in the ground. The unpleasant scent of fungus filled my nostrils as the rift vanished. The smell of brimstone and Lilith’s sweetness vanished, leaving a gassy smell not unlike the aroma of a chemical plant.

      Were it not for my avatar’s night vision, I would have had trouble seeing the rest of the chamber, but my eyes were able to make out every crevice and rivulet in the cavern’s walls. The entire cave illuminated every half second when my jewel pulsed like a heartbeat as it floated in mid-air, the size of a golf ball.

      It would draw attention if I carried it through the rest of the mountain; a low-level avatar traveling with a bright red jewel would be perfect pickings for the ‘adventurers’ Lilith had mentioned, or her creatures. Given how tense things had just been, I wasn’t convinced she would keep them off me, or the gem.

      My jewel rotated as it levitated, and I snatched it from the air. I could only estimate its weight, but it felt upward of two pounds.

      The core pulsed in my hands, a deep red glow that flickered like a living, breathing being. I didn’t have pockets in my tunic or pants, so I attempted to slip the stone into my boots, but it wouldn’t fit while my feet were inside them. Walking around without any footwear was probably a recipe for disaster in these caverns, so I dropped the idea and turned my attention to my surroundings.

      I glanced around the cavern for something to use as a satchel or sack but found nothing, just rocks and dirt. I wasn’t interested in making a fashion statement, so I tore my sleeves from my tunic, tied the two sleeves together in the manner of a sling, and then made a satchel in the center with the loose bits of fabric.

      Satisfied that my jewel fitted snugly inside the sling, I removed my tunic and wrapped the sling around my torso. My dungeon heart didn’t feel like it would slip out, so I put on my tunic again. My jewel’s rhythmic pulse was completely hidden behind the black fabric. There was a bit of a bulge, but at least it wasn’t out in the open. I thought about how much longer Von Dominus could remain outside my jewel, and a notification appeared over my vision.

      

      
        
        Avatar Time Remaining:

        00:54:52

      

      

      

      When the timer ran out, Von Dominus would return to my jewel and the elvish avatar would remain there for twenty-four hours. I needed to determine a path through the caverns and get outside.

      Lilith had made an underhanded suggestion that I advance to the mountain’s peak but had avoided being too obvious because of the watchful ears referenced earlier. I studied the map for a few seconds and determined that the only way to the top was by ascending a pathway on the mountain’s exterior.

      First, I needed to get outside, so I outlined a route via passageways, caves, and chambers. There were only a few exits, the nearest being a good distance from my current location. I probably wouldn’t be able to reach it in a single hour.

      I ventured through the hole in the wall and into the passageways. It didn’t take long to learn that the caverns of Shadow Crag weren’t all naturally formed; its passageways, corridors, and chambers had been hewn into the mountain, and dusty remnants of an ancient civilization lay scattered throughout the area.

      I would have grabbed items as I passed, but they were all damaged and completely useless for either weapons or armor. I tended to grab as many as I could carry whenever clearing starter zones in games; amassing as much equipment as possible was easy currency at the nearest merchant, but in my current state, I didn’t have a magical inventory that could store my unequipped finds like Mary Poppins’ handbag.

      I stuck to the course for the next thirty minutes until my avatar timer showed less than three minutes. The caverns slowly started to show more signs of past inhabitants, but I found none of their owners. I couldn’t smell or hear them. Most of the items were dusty, broken, or half-submerged in the rock face—nothing viable, nothing useful. I figured this mountain had undergone some kind of magical calamity causing the entire edifice to shift and change like goo. It was the only explanation for the objects I passed.

      I still had a way to go before leaving Shadow Crag’s caverns, so I scanned the map for some safe place to stash my jewel. There were no labels to any of the caverns, chambers, passageways, or other landmarks inside the mountain complex, so I had to decide based only on the size of the rooms.

      A small chamber on the map looked appropriate, and I made for it while keeping constant watch over my surroundings. Inside, I found cooked meat beside a blackened campfire. I held my breath and scanned the room for any sign of its inhabitant. My stomach groaned a little as I looked at the roasted morsel. It wasn’t quite a feeling of hunger pangs, but almost a nostalgia for the taste of food. I had to grab energy while I could since I wasn’t sure whether Von Dominus would be sustained while within my jewel; if he needed food, then I could stock up now on the creature’s roasted meat.

      I ventured toward it and tore off a strip with my new fangs.

      “Fuck!” I spat the roasted flesh onto the ground and rubbed my tongue against my palm.

      The meat I had just chewed tasted like ash, and I wondered whether it was an inedible creature, or whether my Tainted Elf race had a penchant for bloodier meat. Probably the latter. I wouldn’t have to worry about cooking food for my avatar, making survival a whole lot easier.

      Footsteps drew my attention, and I removed the jewel from its sling before quickly stuffing it into a cavity inside the wall. I grabbed a nearby stone and plugged the hole with it. The footsteps were growing closer, and a light humming noise joined them. I concentrated on my jewel until my consciousness broke away from my avatar.

      Then I was back inside the dungeon’s heart, shrouded by complete blackness. I sucked the avatar back inside me, his body dissolving into a cloud of black dust and merging with my jewel. I felt more whole now that I’d absorbed Von Dominus.

      For the first few hours, I listened to the creature inside the small chamber amusing itself with an incredibly annoying tune. The humming stopped, replaced by a nasal snoring. The hours ticked by while I waited for the creature to wake and then go about its business.

      A peculiar sensation emanated from the minerals, as though they were calling, whispering, brushing against my jewelled edges. Tempting as it was, I didn’t entertain it. I couldn’t afford for the thing in the chamber to notice anything. So, I ignored it and made a mental note to investigate later.

      The creature stirred from its slumber, and then I heard its footsteps as it left its lair. I waited a few more minutes to ensure it wouldn’t return and then commanded my avatar to appear. Black mist siphoned out from my jewel and collected itself into an outline of Von Dominus. The substance took on color as my elvish avatar materialized in its completed form.

      I half-expected Von Dominus to be wearing a fresh tunic with both sleeves, but he had the same torn clothing from the day before. The sling hung around his shoulders, and a deadly gleam marked his dark eyes. He waited in stillness for my consciousness to fuse with his body.

      I inserted my consciousness into the avatar, and suddenly I was peering through the elf’s eyes. The chamber became completely clear to me again as the darkness lifted from my senses. I flexed my hands and rolled my shoulders. It felt good to be outside my jewel, and I was ready for a hard day’s work. I removed the rock from the cavity in the wall and fished out the jewel. Once it was safely inside the sling, I scoured the room for some kind of weapon.

      There was a small table behind the fireplace and a pile of what looked like discarded refuse. Half-chewed bones were stacked in a neat pile in front of a filthy blanket. The bones were too thin and brittle to use as a makeshift weapon, but the table’s legs could probably be broken down and used as clubs.

      I lined the table up against a wall before slamming my foot onto the joint where the bench-top and leg met. Instead of snapping, the wood maintained itself against the blow. Shards of pain lanced up my foot and through my shin. Shit. Either it was too sturdy, or this avatar was too weak. One of the two.

      I gritted my teeth, turned the table on its side, and sat on a leg. With my weight pressing down on the wood, I increased the pressure until it started to protest. The wood snapped with a loud crack and I reached down to pick up the item.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Makeshift Club

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Physical

        Seals: None

      

      

      

      “You’re the fucker that ate me scrumptious din-dins yesterdee!” a nasal voice screamed.

      I spun around to see a gnomish creature of about waist-height. Saggy yellow flesh hung over his round head, and sunken eyes suggested he really had needed the hunk of meat I’d spat out. The gnome’s lips peeled back to reveal blackened teeth sharpened to fine points. Tattered garments clothed his skeletal body, but he wasn’t carrying any weapons. He raised a hand filled with razor claws and snarled at me.

      For the first time since Lilith, I felt excitement surge through my newly-spawned elf form.

      “It was almost as bad as your fucking singing, pus-bag.”

      “I’m going to carve you into tiny pieces, Mr. Elf Thief!”

      “You gonna shut up while you do it?” I challenged him.

      Although the gnome looked frail and weak, my fight with the table two seconds prior wasn’t exactly encouraging. And, as usual, my need to be theatrical had kicked in, and I had pissed him right off.

      The gnome barrelled in a straight line toward me, and I dodged, lunging to the side. A squalid stench wafted from the creature as he passed. He skittered, scrambled, and tried to readjust. He found his feet in the end, face twisted into a furious glower, the edges of his blackened lips spotted with sores. Spittle flew from his mouth as he screamed.

      Great. More noise. Just what I needed.

      The gnome accelerated this time, and before he came within striking distance, he leaped for me, razor claws sweeping through the air. I caught the claws on my club and drove my fist into his unprotected stomach. He tumbled to the ground as the breath exploded from his lungs.

      An unholy screeching noise somehow made its way out of the creature’s mouth again as it hauled itself up off the uneven stone floor. I didn’t give it a chance to get its bearings; with two hands, I slammed my club down onto his skull, the end of the weapon exploding into a cloud of splinters. The blow left the gnome dazed, and I sprang forward to finish the job.

      The now-fractured end of my club was sharp, and I drove it through the gnome’s throat. Blood gushed from the punctured skin and sprayed the room with crimson. The yellow creature crumpled to the chamber’s floor, and a blackish substance drifted from his corpse. I realized I was panting and dragging air into my lungs from so little action.

      The mist lingered for a moment, before gathering and accelerating into my chest, and I peered down at my jewel. It felt like it had grown, however minimally, maybe only a fraction of a millimeter. Still, it was noticeable. A throbbing heat came from the place where my jewel rested against my chest, and then warmth flooded my mind.

      

      
        
        Von Dominus killed Frail Sulfur Gnome!

        Infernal Essence +40

      

      

      

      I was glad to see Lilith was keeping up her promise to integrate me into the world with video game menus. I’d earned a bunch of Infernal Essence from killing the Frail Sulfur Gnome but concentrating my mind did nothing to show me what I could do with it. Maybe she was still working out the . . . kinks in the program.

      I would just have to wait until I found a place worthy of my dungeon. This cavern wasn’t an ideal location, so I needed to move on. Another weapon would serve me well, so I hurriedly snapped another leg from the table.

      Before leaving, my attention was drawn to the blood leaking from the gnome’s busted skull. I felt a strong urge to lap up the delicious-looking liquid but as much as I wanted to quench my thirst, I couldn’t stay. That crazy little bastard had made enough noise to wake up a cemetery, and my timer was still ticking down. Another battle might earn me more loot and Infernal Essence, but I couldn’t risk getting overwhelmed. If table legs and one fat little screeching gnome were giving me trouble, what could four of the bastards to do to me?

      Armed with a fresh club, I took a minute to catch my breath before racing out of the chamber. My avatar was on a time limit, so I wanted to cover as much ground as possible. I reached the caverns’ exit in ten minutes without encountering any creatures. Brightness assaulted my eyes, and I filled my lungs with the stench of sulfur.

      It smelled wonderful.

      It smelled like home.

      Yeah, this was hell alright.

      I intended on making it my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Fissures expanded from the mountain’s foot twenty miles in all directions like networks of blood veins. Smoke belched from the cracks in the earth while steam drifted from lava pools. Decrepit woodlands lay a few miles south, and a patchwork of fortified cities flanked skeletal trees, thin leafless branches jutting out like bleached bones. To the east was a massive crystalline sea, broken only by a smattering of mist-shrouded islands. Gray mountains with frosted peaks rose up from the west, and a desert of black sand spanned for miles in the north.

      My elvish eyes could make out everything with the precision of binoculars. I felt a tug deep within my stomach that drew me to the edge of a cliff. I stood halfway up the mountain, its peak lost in the clouds above me and its foot a dizzying plunge below.

      While I could have gone anywhere, Lilith had brought me to this mountain, and she’d implied the peak would be the best location for my jewel. It was only a few miles upward, and the roads encircling the landmass didn’t look too steep.

      I started my ascent, heading left along the narrow road that spiraled around the mountain. My boots crunched on loose stones and jagged slate riddled with cracks. I focused my eyes on my surroundings and kept my hypersensitive ears peeled for trouble. Something caught my eye—a network of cables reaching from one ridge to another and climbing ever upward. They were the remnants of a primitive cable car system. While they were old, they weren’t fraying. The rope’s threads glistened and sparkled. When I touched them, my skin tingled as though the ropes harbored a magical energy. Possibly it was Infernal Essence, the same substance hovering in my jewel?

      I approached an upturned cart on the ground and inspected the magical symbols on its sides. The cable cars must have worked by magic, but the substance that had infused it was no longer active.

      I traced over the symbol, and a dark point appeared where my finger had been. My Infernal Essence total appeared, slowly ticking down to thirty-nine. I continued tracing the symbols until they were completely covered in the black substance. When I was finished, my Infernal Essence totaled thirty-seven.

      I stepped back as the symbol burst with an eerie blood-red light. The magical seal now active, I shifted the cart onto its wheels and pushed it toward the cables. It took me a few minutes to secure the cart to the ropes. As much as I enjoyed the senses, the speed, and the look of the elf, he couldn’t lift things or fight like I needed him to—at least, not yet.  As soon as I was completely inside the cart, it started to move of its own accord, ascending toward the mountain’s peak.

      After a few minutes, the cart suddenly jolted to a stop, and I glanced over the edge and looked at the dull symbols on its sides. The magic had eroded, and the cart was hanging a few feet away from the mountain. I was stretching over the side to trace the symbol again when I heard a deafening roar.

      A monstrous troll sprinted out from a cave and surged toward me. Tracing the magical symbol earlier had taken more minutes than I currently possessed, so I climbed onto the edge of the cart and launched myself over the distance and onto the mountain. Only as my gut lurched and I slammed into the rock face did it occur to me the elf could definitely jump. My fingers struggled to find purchase on the cliff, but I managed to scramble up and onto my feet.

      I sprinted up the mountain path with the troll scrambling up behind me, creating mini-avalanches of stones that plummeted off the cliffside. He was an ugly fucker, a giant green brute rippling with muscle. He was gaining, and I couldn’t keep this up all day—my timer was ticking down. I rounded a corner in the path, saw a crack in the mountain face to my left, and lunged for it.

      When the troll turned the corner, I leaped from my hiding place and cracked him in the stomach with the sharp end of the club. The wood fractured into splinters, but his hardened abdomen remained unharmed.

      The troll straightened, his massive form now drowning me in its shadow. He grinned and chuckled at me while I wrinkled my nose at the pungent smell. Worse than the gnome, this thing smelled like fossilized, just-microwaved dinosaur shit.

      “You be a little weakling, elf. You cannot harm me.”

      “How about I give you a bath? That do the trick?”

      What was it about this world that made me want to run my mouth?

      The troll drove his fist toward me, but I twisted aside at the last second. The monster’s hand was almost as big as my torso, and a single hit would cave in my chest and kill me in one blow. Little remained of my club, so I tossed it aside. The troll lunged and swiped, but I barely managed to duck before he took my head off. I couldn’t keep this up, not unless I could convince him to jump off the cliff.

      I dodged a second too late, the troll snatching my tunic in his hand. I had to repress the urge to gag when he pulled me into his face. Fuck, this creature smelled bad, almost making me wish for the gnome again.

      Looming in my vision was a huge, square-jawed face with chipped and yellowed tusks curling out of his jaw. He twisted his grip, and my tunic tore down the middle to reveal the sling I’d fashioned out of my tunic’s sleeves. His eyes locked onto my sling, and my jewel sparkled beneath the fabric in the reflection of his black pupils.

      “Aye?” the troll paused. “Something shiny be in your sling.”

      I recalled my avatar’s ability to enthrall an enemy from his creation screen, but didn’t know how to activate it. Lilith had been under my sway when I’d stared into her eyes, so I guessed I had to do the same to this troll if I wanted to charm it.

      “Shiny? The only thing that’s shiny is your bald-ass head.”

      “What did you say?” The troll tightened his grip around my tunic, and the tightness cut off my air supply. But he had just locked eyes with me.

      My mind connected with his, and I felt my power smother him as my vision bathed in scarlet.

      

      
        
        Charm test . . . Success!

        Charlie the Hell Troll successfully Enthralled!

      

      

      “Master,” Charlie croaked. His arms hung from his sides, his knuckles dragging across the ground as he swayed, entranced by my power.

      What the hell kind of name was Charlie for a troll? I wasn’t sure how the naming conventions had started in this world, but I figured trolls would have had more harsh-sounding names.

      “Charlie?” a voice called out from further down the road.

      Just my luck. More of these things.

      “Who’s that?” I asked Charlie.

      “That be my buddy, Jeff.”

      “Deal with him,” I commanded.

      “Yes, Master,” Charlie replied.

      Jeff rounded the corner. “Charlie, where you been? I been looking all over for you. Hey, who’s the elf? You make a new friend? How about—”

      Charlie plowed into Jeff, wrapped his hands around the other troll, and drove him into the ground. Dust exploded as Jeff hit the ground with a thump. Charlie hewed into the other troll with an onslaught of punches. Blood and teeth exploded from Jeff’s mouth as he scrambled to rid himself of his attacker. Jeff wrapped his thighs around Charlie’s torso, flipped him over, and gained the advantage.

      My Enthrall ability might not be able to control two trolls at once, and I couldn’t guarantee another second of Charlie being under my power either. If he sustained enough damage, it might break my hold over him.

      I needed to make a tactical retreat while the two trolls were locked in battle.

      Before I could take my leave, I heard a sickening crunch. I glanced at the two trolls and saw only one, standing above the other. Jeff gloated over his victory, Charlie lying beneath him, his head twisted entirely the wrong way.

      “You did something to him, Elf. Made me kill me best friend,” Jeff said as he descended upon me. “He told me not to look in your eyes, a second before I snapped his neck.”

      “Well, just get an eyeful of my ass, then.”

      I turned and ran.

      As the steady pounding of the troll’s feet echoed behind me, I glanced at my timer. I only had twenty-two seconds until the avatar returned to my dungeon heart. I needed somewhere to hide my jewel while the troll passed me by.

      The mountain was to my left, and the precipice to my right, a fall thousands of feet to the bottom. Ahead was a bend in the road. As soon as I turned the corner, I’d be hidden from my pursuer’s sight for a few seconds. I sprinted as fast as I could, forcing my elvish legs to pump harder. Fire burned in my lungs, demanding more oxygen. Jeff’s angry grunts were drawing closer, but he was still out of sight when I rounded the corner and saw a pile of rocks.

      With no time to waste I wrapped my jewel in its sling and stuffed it into the middle of the rock pile. It was mostly hidden, but he’d see it if he spared more than a second glance at the spot.

      I left my jewel stashed in the pile of rocks and turned to face the troll. He curved around the corner, his lips peeling back into a smile when he saw me.

      “Found you,” he said.

      Well, this was all or nothing. I checked my timer. Four seconds. Gathering the last of my elf’s strength, I smirked at Jeff with an expression of challenge. The drop to my left was huge, and the angle just about right; it was time to show this god-awful smelling bastard just who he was dealing with. I poured the last of my energy into one final effort and sprinted straight at him. Jeff’s eyes widened at first, but then he grinned and surged forward just as I launched myself upward.

      My foot found the perfect notch on the mountain’s side, and I hurled myself off it and twisted in the air. My elvish boots hit him in the face like some kind of Infernal, blood-powered meteoritic dropkick. I felt his whole head snap back as I collided with him. He stumbled, and my momentum carried me past him and into the screaming, brimstone-heavy abyss behind.

      I detached my consciousness from the elf, once again feeling the hard, unforgiving edges of my dungeon core. Isolating Von Dominus, I used every ounce of willpower to haul the elf back into my jewel. After a moment, I felt him return, a swirling mass of unique, slightly drained essence.

      All that, for one last-ditch effort.

      Chances were, the troll had probably still seen the black cloud, but maybe that kick had slowed him down, concussed him. It was something to buy me a little time to plan and get a handle on the situation.

      I felt a rustling as the rocks surrounding me shifted. Suddenly, the strangely comforting darkness vanished as Jeff tore me free from the improvised sling. Two massive eyes peered into my surface and a thick finger prodded my center.

      The troll had found me. He must have seen the black mist flying through the air as it returned to my jewel. Shit. Couldn’t be helped. Still, a damned shame.

      Jeff pulled the jewel entirely free of Von Dominus’ old sleeves and closed his hand over me. As a dungeon core, I didn’t have nostrils to smell, but I could still sense the vile aroma inside my captor’s palm.

      “Silly elf went and killed himself. I just wanted a friendly chat with him. Lucky I found you, though. I don’t know what that mist was, but it led me to you.” The troll opened his fist and caressed me with his grubby hand. “You be very pretty, little stone. Ma will love you.”

      If I’d had the slightest desire to talk with this enormous creature, I’d have told him that talking to pretty things needed a little more subtlety, maybe an offer of a drink or dinner. Not that he’d have understood me.

      Jeff started moving, but I couldn’t see anything while his hand was balled tight. My sides were slick with the troll’s sweat, and a meaty hand constricted against my surfaces. I could sense something inside the troll, but it was different from my avatar’s thirsting for blood. Something called out to me deep within my captor’s being, swirling through his veins, almost as though the essence of the creature could be consumed, used, and stored. I recalled the Infernal Essence I had gained from slaying the Sulfur Gnome and figured this same substance existed within the troll.

      Killing him would probably earn me more Infernal Essence.

      It was more of an incentive to break free from captivity and murder the troll.

      Lilith and I had communicated directly with each other’s minds, but it wasn’t an option to do the same with my captor. Even if I could somehow manage to correspond with the troll’s mind, he would learn I was worth far more than a regular jewel. That was the kind of privileged information that could make him far more wary of me. Thankfully, Jeff seemed so dense that he hadn’t drawn the connection between the essence of my elf and the importance of the stone.

      Yet.

      I had to bide my time until I could summon Von Dominus again. While controlling my avatar, I probably wouldn’t be able to fight the troll and his mother. Even the most legendary dropkick this mountain had ever seen hadn’t done a thing to Jeff’s rock of a skull. The elf was too suited to slyer, more charismatic action, not suicidal bum rushes.

      But I could always wait until they fell asleep and skewer their eye sockets with a kitchen knife. As an Infernal Dungeon core, I planned on taking out my enemies with ruthless efficiency and no end of style. If I was to become the strongest in the realms, then I needed a show of power.

      Hell, this predicament could even be a blessing in disguise.

      The only problem with that plan was that the troll might not give me a chance to enact it. I needed more immediate action, and loath as I was to admit it, that meant enlisting help. The only other creature I’d sighted had been the Sulfur Gnome, and I’d killed him. Lilith was my only remaining option, so I reached out with my senses, bypassing the essence of the troll, careful not to brush against his consciousness. I became aware of the stones, the mountain, and—at the edges of my mind—heard a muffled roar like a multitude of people talking underwater.

      I paid close attention to the troll to ensure he wouldn’t notice what I was doing, but he seemed more focused on transporting me than on what I was doing inside his balled fist. I continued my search for intelligent life for a few minutes until finally a grating voice entered my mind and grew distinct.

      “I hear you,” a voice said. “Speak, being who whispers inside my mind.”

      It wasn’t Lilith. I had no idea how to contact the goddess, but I fixed on the garbled, fractured voice and isolated it from the others. I focused on making it clearer. Listening in, I paid close attention to the creature’s thoughts.

      “Your assistance is required,” I communicated telepathically. “I’ve been captured by a troll. My freedom shall lead to your reward.”

      I didn’t know what kind of being I’d just contacted, but it didn’t matter. If Jeff was any kind of indication, Lilith’s creatures weren’t exactly the brightest in this world.

      I didn’t have anything to barter with, but it didn’t know that. Make a connection first, and the terms of payment could be negotiated later—once I was rescued from this troll.

      “What reward will you offer?” the being asked.

      So, this creature was a little more intelligent than I had given it credit for. It wanted to know exactly what was on offer before assisting me. I needed to keep it in the dark but tantalize it enough to gain its help.

      “I’m a dungeon core,” I answered. “My powers give me the potential for limitless wealth. Seek me out, destroy my captors.”

      I didn’t even have any treasures, nor did I really have a dungeon, but this creature didn’t need to know that. Enough information to hook him—I assumed it was a him—and I could be scanty with the details.  

      “Then I shall find you and save you from the clutches of this fiendish troll!” the voice replied. “I can sense your location. You are nearby.”

      I silently thanked Lilith. Maybe not all her creatures were hulking mongoloids.

      “Move with haste. The sooner you arrive, the more bountiful your prize.”

      “I will not tarry.”

      “Ensure you don’t. I am not one to be displeased,” I said.

      “Understood. I shall gather the tribe and come to help you.”

      Hours upon hours of VR roleplay and sales pitches were serving me well in this world. I might not have been the most dangerous warrior yet, but I could still hustle like a professional.

      When the telepathic link went dead, I considered what kind of creature had just promised to help me. It’d promised a tribe; numbers would be crucial if I was going to outplay Jeff and his supposed family. The creature’s voice had sounded menacing, but voices could be deceiving. My mind grasped at the kinds of monsters I could have contacted. What creatures would inhabit an Infernal realm? Undead skeletons? Demonic werewolves? A raging colony of hellish ants?

      Was it wishful thinking to hope I’d contacted an Infernal Dragon?

      Either this thing and its friends were going to be powerful enough to overwhelm and mince my captor and his kin, or I was going to have to cook up another exit plan, preferably something not involving plummeting off a cliff, getting used as a troll heirloom, or staying immobile for the next week.  

      I had shit to kill, and Jeff was at the top of the list.
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      “Ma! I be home!” Jeff cried out.

      I still couldn’t see anything out of the troll’s hand, but I could hear a slight echo. Most likely walls, either of a cave or some kind of mountain structure. My senses were restricted. It was difficult to make anything out aside from feeling and hearing, and my sight—if you could call it that—was short-ranged and weirdly refracted through the faces of my gem.

      “Jeff! You be late for dinner,” a bassy feminine voice answered. “Where’s Charlie? Bertha be waiting for him.”

      I mentally grimaced as my mind flickered back to Charlie lying motionless on the side of the mountain with his head screwed on backward. He’d been the first, but when the cavalry arrived, the rest would be next.

      “He had an accident,” Jeff grumbled uneasily.

      “What kind of accident?” his mother demanded.

      “The kind where he be not breathing anymore.”

      “You be a fucking stupid troll! He was meant to marry Bertha, make her settle down and be a good troll wife!” I heard a flurry of strikes, felt them tremble through Jeff’s body and then down, through to his hand. It seemed like domestic violence was a standard answer to grief in troll culture.

      Good.

      “He attacked me, Ma! I don’t know why since we’d been getting along so well. He had this new elf friend.”

      “Elf? There be no elves in Shadow Crag. Probably only a handful in all the realm.”

      “It was an elf for sure. Jumped off a cliff when I was chasing him. Fell to his death.”

      “Strange behavior for an elf,” Ma said. “You must have scared him sorry, Jeff.”

      Loath as I was to give him credit, Jeff was lying to her. He knew full well I’d enthralled his friend and forced him to attack. Bless his black heart.

      “I did. Then I found this. A pretty. For you, Ma.”

      My jewel flickered as Jeff’s palm opened. My vision was still short-ranged, but I got a fractured, red-tinted impression of a face peering down at me.

      “What is this? Do you not be knowing it’s a dungeon core?” Ma’s tone was more impressed than chastising, which didn’t bode well. She knew what I was, who I was. Obviously, she was sharper than the average troll, and dangerously so.

      I hoped Jeff would buy me some time with his stupidity.

      “Dungeon core?” he queried. “Sounds tasty.”

      Well, he definitely didn’t disappoint.

      I heard a thunderous whack, and I tumbled free of Jeff’s paw to the ground. Each time one of my sides struck the earth, it sent painful reverberations through my core. Inwardly, I was glad I hadn’t thrown myself off the cliff to get away from Jeff—it would’ve stung like a bitch.

      “You’ll not be eating the core. We ain’t seen one in the Infernal Realm for thousands of years. Lilith must have brought him here. People are going to want to know about this.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Just my luck to run into the brains of the family.

      “Like who?” Jeff questioned. “The guilds?”

      Another crack sounded.

      “Hellfire, Ma! Not my head. I be needing that.”

      There was a shushing noise, followed by a murmured conversation just out of range. Jeff’s Ma was clued in—she knew what I could do with my core’s hearing. I’d just have to bank on her knowledge being limited. It was not a good option, but the best I had.  

      I heard Jeff say something about the guilds again, swiftly followed by another crack and a healthy dose of trollish mother discipline, twice in a single conversation. They knew about the guilds. No mention of Entropy, but that still didn’t make it any better. I needed to create a dungeon; I couldn’t allow myself to keep getting toted around in pockets.  

      Nor could I let them take me to any guild, Entropy or not.

      Either the creature I’d contacted would show up soon with his tribe, or I’d have to get dangerous again and take more risks. It was still far too long until Von Dominus could show up again, so I had to be patient, relax, and think of possibilities. I had to come up with a way to turn this to my advantage.

      “Sorry, Mr. Core,” Ma said as she picked me from the ground and dusted me off. “Jeff not be knowing things. He be a stupid troll.”

      Hell, why not start sowing chaos now? I let my consciousness flow outward again, and this time, I found the swirling mass of hulking flesh that was Jeff. This time, I projected my voice straight into his mind, without worrying about listening to his thoughts first.

      “Your mother displeases me,” I said to Jeff alone. “Do you really want her to end up like your friend, Charlie? Would you like me to take her mind and then turn her upon you? How does killing your own mother sound? Because I will make you fight her, and you will be forced to cut her throat before she drives a kitchen knife through your skull.”

      There. That would do the trick. I was incapable of controlling his mother from my jewel, but Jeff didn’t know that.

      “Ma! The pretty be speaking in me head!” he howled.

      “Shut up, Jeff!” There was another whack. “The core is tricksy. It lies. It bites. And it eats if it not treated nicely. We just be needing to show it our troll hospitality.”

      I took my focus off Jeff and found the horrendous form of Ma. Unlike the stone-like mind of her son, the mother troll seemed to have a faster flow of thoughts. Not encouraging, but I wasn’t here to encourage.

      An idea struck me.

      “I want none of your hospitality,” I said. “I’ve been summoned to your world by Lilith, and you wouldn’t want to anger your goddess.”

      “My goddess? Lilith not be our goddess anymore. The Infernal Realm has no god! We’re free creatures now.”

      Well, that was unfortunate. Atheist trolls. Part of me wondered how Lilith would feel about this fucked-up little family living in her mountain and shit-talking her. Threatening the troll obviously wasn’t working, so I decided to change tactics.

      “If you free me, I will show you to my dungeon. You can scour my floors for plunder. I can assure you it will be more than worth the trouble.”

      “You be lying,” Ma retorted. “Your dungeon doesn’t even exist. You are just a core without a dungeon. You don’t even have a pixie to guide you. You know nothing, little core. In fact, I be surprised you’ve even learned to speak. Dungeons are supposed to have tiny minds when they first begin. Must be the work of Lilith. Crafty goddess, that one.”

      “He said we could plunder his floors,” Jeff said. “Can’t we do that?”

      Attaboy, Jeff. The idiot was biting into my lies, at least.

      “There be no floors,” Ma spat. “Besides, we don’t want a reward from him. We just want the little core to stay with us for a while. Ain’t that right, Jeff?”

      I heard Jeff groan, guessing his mother had just elbowed him in the gut. Violence seemed to be the universal troll motivator, and I wondered how well they liked it when it was more on the lethal side. I figured I’d find out soon enough.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That be right.”

      It was time to negotiate again and get control of the conversation. For all that Ma was saying, she didn’t know everything. I had so much more up my sleeve and an army of nonspecific—and hopefully ravenous—creatures on the way to redesign the wallpaper with troll intestines.

      “Keep me here until you can sell me to the guilds, is that your plan?” I asked her.

      “How about I let you rest on my mantelpiece? There you go. That’s a good core. Jeff, go tell Bertha we be entertaining. Then send a message to Gavin.”

      Ma whispered her next words, but I couldn’t quite catch them with my irritatingly limited sense of hearing. I had no idea who Gavin was, if he was involved with the trolls, or the guilds they’d mentioned. I just didn’t know enough.

      Retreating from Ma’s consciousness, I nestled my mind comfortably inside my small, blood-red fractals. I stretched my consciousness out again, past Jeff and Ma, but the white noise of voices was a roaring ocean an eternity away. I heard no sign of that familiar, grating, subservient voice. Where was the creature who’d promised to rescue me? Had I been conned?

      Frustration bubbled beneath my jewel’s surface. I couldn’t move at all, nor did I think I’d be able to convince Ma to let me go. I spent some time settling down, examining the sensations flowing through my clean, sharp, reflective faces.

      My existence as a dungeon core was a peculiar experience. I didn’t have nostrils but could still sense the aroma of stewed meat drifting from beneath me. My senses were different from being a human or an elf. I somehow bypassed the actual process of perception and moved straight to a kind of understanding of substance. The vibrations moving through surfaces, the particles of the air, the hum of sound.  

      I could feel the heat from a fire below me, and I let my senses—rather than my consciousness—flow outward. Conducting my investigation with caution, I was wary of alerting the trolls to my actions. The exact type of meat stewing on the fire wasn’t one I recognized from Earth; this was thick, chunky, and beefy with a lot of thick proteins but also carried a large amount of fructose.

      If I reached out a little further, I could feel the fireplace’s roughly-hewn volcanic stone. With a little more attention, I almost laughed. Weird. I could feel the connections, the tiny, microscopic fractures in the dark, volcanic stone, similar to the edges of my own being.

      A thought struck me. If I could absorb the essence of Von Dominus, could I do it to inorganic material? I stretched out my consciousness to the obsidian, rather than the hushed, garbled whispers of thought in the distance, and pulled at the stone. I felt a soft crack, then, in a moment, essence began flowing into my jewel, just the same as it had done with my avatar.

      “Hey!” Ma cried out. “No eating my grotto! Just you wait there. Not long now, and you be seeing troll hospitality.”

      I cursed Ma and her higher-than-usual troll IQ. She knew even that much, and was going to keep me here? She was too much of a threat. If I became a bother, nothing was stopping her from speeding up her plans to sell me to the guild or toss me off the mountaintop.

      Mentally grimacing, I let my grip on the obsidian’s essence slip. Guess I was stuck here, unmoving until my timer reset, and my avatar could be summoned.

      Or perhaps I was stuck until the tribe got here. But that was starting to feel like a lost cause. I couldn’t count on them to rescue me. I had to handle the situation myself.

      First, I needed to gather more intel on these trolls, their home, and their capabilities. I turned my attention to my more traditional senses. At first, it was difficult to see even a few inches beyond my jewel, and the process caused significant stress on my form. I had to rest a few times before I could try and practice my sight again, but after a few hours, I could see the room in its entirety.

      Moonlight filtered in through wooden window panes, so this cave wasn’t actually very deep inside the mountain. Fur rugs lined the floor, and the preserved heads of hideous beasts jutted from the walls. An elderly female troll sat in a rocking chair by the fire, her rolls of fat tumbling over its arms. The floral nightgown she wore made her look almost comical, except the rest of her was both terrifying and disgusting.

      Ma’s bare scalp was covered in growths that resembled parasites, and the only things identifying her as a woman were the mountains of flesh I took for breasts sagging down to her waistline. Her skin was a brown-green color, like the kind of projectile spew that might have graced The Exorcist’s set.

      I doubted Ma was even capable of heaving herself from her seat, but I was proven wrong when she exerted considerable effort to stand and waddled toward a bench on the far side of the room. She started carving a carcass with a cleaver, the sheer strength of her chops suggesting strong muscles lay hidden beneath her layers and layers of fat.

      All right, note to self: don’t try and take her head-on.

      The rest of the chamber was sparse of belongings, but it had two exits. One looked like it led outside whereas the other led to a passageway. I hadn’t seen anything of the troll Ma had referred to as Bertha, but I figured she was either outside or in a room off the passageway.

      That made three trolls I’d have to deal with. Ma had sent Jeff to deliver a message to someone named Gavin, so he could be a fourth enemy standing between me and freedom.

      The hours passed by, broken only by the addition of a third troll to the grotto.

      The new arrival didn’t bode well. Was it a member of the guild, come to take me away?

      I prepared myself for the worst.
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      I extended my senses outward to get an idea of what else I was up against. I’d expected Gavin, whoever the hell he was, but this was another creature entirely. The only features making her recognizable as a troll were the leaf-shaped ears angled behind her head, her green skin, pointed nose, and purple lips. She actually looked more like a human, not some creature carved out of blubber and the mountain itself.

      While muscular, her body had curves in all the right places. She was Amazonian, almost, standing the same height as my elf avatar. If I’d seen her back home, I’d have assumed she was some kind of Olympic weightlifter who frequented underwear photoshoots and had just gone skinny-dipping in a dark green pool of paint.

      A warrior’s braid of silky, almost sable hair snaked over her shoulder and down her back. Purple tattoos curled over her skin, tribal markings whose meaning was lost to me. A tight leather corset flattered an incredibly generous pair of breasts. The same kind of rustic leather circled low around her hips, almost baring a fantastic ass and thighs of pure muscle that rippled under her skin. She was a shockingly attractive creature hardened by the mountain, hunting, and probably no small dose of her family’s abuse.  

      If this troll was an example of what dungeon core avatars might look like, then I would have no reservations hunting down every last one of them and . . . how had Lilith put it? Conquering their avatars?  

      “Bertha,” Ma said to the beautiful troll. “You be late.”

      This was Bertha? I’d expected some kind of wrinkled, warted, bipedal cow.

      “I found Charlie. He’s—”

      “Dead,” Ma finished. “We know. Come, sit. We’re celebrating.”

      “Celebrating?”

      Even her voice was different. Her voice was laced with a smooth and bassy tone like a jazz singer, further marking her as utterly different from the rest of her family.

      Talk about a black sheep!

      “We found something special. A dungeon core.” Ma nodded toward me, and the other female troll’s eyes widened.

      Bertha approached the mantelpiece, and her fingers stroked my sides. Her fingertips were rough and calloused, but warm and surprisingly pleasing.

      “No touching!” Ma commanded. “He’s not for—actually, I be having an idea. Come over here, Bertha. There be something I want to tell you.”

      Bertha approached her mother, and they whispered together for a while. Extending my senses was too straining, and I decided to conserve my energy so I could play the long game. Whatever they murmured to each other was lost to me.

      I wasn’t sure when Gavin would arrive, but I rested while the trolls ate their meal and sang a few songs. Bertha joined in reluctantly, and I spent my time trying to distinguish her jazz tone beyond Ma’s screeching and Jeff’s warbling.

      Eventually, the songs concluded, and Ma was the only troll left in the main chamber. My consciousness soon filled with the sound of her snoring. Rested and ready, I reached out with my sight and saw Ma sleeping in her rocking chair. I guessed Bertha and Jeff had retired to bedrooms elsewhere in the grotto.

      I checked my timer and felt a flood of elation when I saw it had refreshed. This hour-long time limit was a serious problem, and I needed to extend it as soon as possible. I waited a few seconds and pieced together the best plan I could cook up.

      Ma was obviously guarding me by the fireplace. She hadn’t mentioned anything about my avatar, and I wondered whether her lack of knowledge about dungeons also meant she didn’t know I could summon one. Jeff also had made no connection between the elf he had seen and my jewel.

      The best working guess I had was that the trolls didn’t know I could summon Von Dominus.

      A bunch of knives, cleavers, and other carving tools lay on the benchtop. That’d be my first point of call—I could grab a few as soon as I entered my avatar and then deal with Ma swiftly while she was still sleeping.

      Or at least, do my damn best to put her down.

      Then I could handle Jeff and Bertha. They were stronger than me, so I’d have to take a stealthy approach. I could just book it without them noticing, but if I made it my mission to gore their mother in her sleep, it stood to reason they’d come after me. At least a gruesome death would send a message to Gavin and the guild.

      I wasn’t a dungeon core to be messed with.

      I summoned my avatar. The elf materialized, unblinking and still, and I felt a rush of anticipation at the prospect of again owning a mobile body. I extended my consciousness to the avatar and then infused it into him.

      Ma maintained her snoring and didn’t stir at all. Blinking, I flexed my hands, rolled my shoulders, and let my senses adjust to their new surroundings. Now, I could smell the revolting meat spitted over the fire and feel the warmth through actual skin instead of crystalline fractals.

      I grabbed my dungeon heart from the mantelpiece when the hackles on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Going somewhere?” The formerly unconscious troll popped her head up as soon as I turned around.

      So much for asleep. Shit. They knew about the avatar. Well, I couldn’t do anything except play it cool. I relaxed, smiled, and bared my fangs at her as charmingly as I could. There was no need to turn this into a fight if it didn’t need to be one.

      I attempted to move when I felt someone horrifyingly strong catch me in some kind of armlock, twisting my shoulder until I could feel my bones grind together.

      “Hello, Mr. Core,” Bertha murmured behind me. “We’re gonna have a good time.”

      It stood to reason they’d been planning this from the start; I should’ve known better than to just slip out and assume I could sneak off or kill them in the dark. But why? Why wait until I attempted to escape by summoning Von Dominus?

      They wanted my avatar. For what reason I didn’t know.

      I concentrated on my jewel glowing gently in my hand and tried to return my consciousness there, but Bertha tightened her grip, and I had to stop myself cursing at the pain. I couldn’t focus.  And if I couldn’t focus, I couldn’t reattach my consciousness to the stone.

      Bertha hauled me out of the living space and into a corridor. I didn’t dare try and break through. She was too damn strong, and I didn’t have any intention of letting her rip my arm out of its socket.

      The troll turned into a bedroom illuminated by a single torch. All manner of bones hung from the walls like trophies, but the room didn’t smell like death. Instead, it almost smelled pleasant with its lavender-like scent. It wasn’t all bones and flowers, though: a poleaxe rested in the corner. The weapon’s haft was much shorter than other poleaxes I was accustomed to seeing.

      “Sit,” Bertha commanded as she gestured at a giant bed sitting in the corner.

      I glanced at the poleaxe.

      “Don’t even try it,” she warned. Effortlessly, she tore my hand open and pulled the gem free of my fingers, then shoved me onto the bed. “Behave.”

      “Thing is, that’s really not how I do things.”

      “Good,” she murmured. Her purple irises seemed to sparkle, and my attention was drawn to the cleaver at her side as she rested a knee on the mattress. Her skirt hiked up, and I couldn’t help noticing the pleasing curve of her almost-bare ass. The skin was smooth and almost gleamed in the torch’s low light.

      Bertha removed the cleaver from her belt and tossed it beside the poleaxe.

      “I’m getting mixed messages,” I told her as I eyed up the naked blade just out of arm’s length.

      Again came that jazz-singer chuckle. “Want me to explain?”

      I looked back into those eyes and resisted the urge to enthrall her then and there. Better for her to underestimate me, give me space to move, and to think.

      “That’d be thrilling,” I said.

      “I never fit in with the other trolls. There aren’t many of us left on Shadow Crag. The dungeons gave us strength, made our males potent and our females fertile. Then they were gone. It took a while, but we are weak now. All the Infernal monsters are.”

      I couldn’t help noticing the way she said fertile. Blatant, wordless propositions aside, she sounded far sharper than even her mother. She knew her terrain. She knew about dungeon cores, obviously. And she hadn’t killed me—not just yet.

      “That’s why I’m here. I’ll bring you back to your true strength.” My voice had every inch of persuasion I could muster from a lithe elvish form and years of marketing.

      “I know. But I don’t think Ma sees your presence here the same way.”

      It was about fucking time I had a stroke of luck, a gorgeous female troll who wasn’t a direct threat.

      “She doesn’t matter. You want to be strong, right? You want to grow in power? A girl like you with all that muscle? You crave it. Help me. Let’s get out of here.”

      “I can’t. At least not yet. I need something from you first.”

      “Name it.” I was making too many deals but needed to get the fuck out of here.

      “I want to become one of your dungeon’s champions. My grandpa told me all about dungeons, and how their best monsters can evolve into something far beyond their natural limits. Ever since then, I wanted to become a dungeon champion. I searched the entire realm to see whether any Infernal dungeons still existed. I found none. So, I came back to this hole in the mountain, hoping to settle down. Charlie was the only other male troll of marriage-age on Shadow Crag, and I was to wed him. But then Jeff killed him.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at that. Things were looking up for Zagorath and Von Dominus. Finally.

      “It was you?” Bertha’s purple lips curved into an impossible-to-ignore smirk. “Then I am already in your debt. Please, allow me to be your champion. I am well-versed in combat. I have been trained by the best that remains of the Infernal masters. Name a weapon, I can use it.”

      “You sure you’re actually a troll?” I laughed. “Your family either wants to eat me or sell me to a guild.”

      Bertha sighed, and a concerned expression flooded her face. “I had a different father than Jeff. He was human. My birth was the result of the last witch doctor. He worked some magic that allowed my mother to harbor a troll-human hybrid.”

      “Can’t imagine it was easy living with your mother and Jeff.”

      “They’ve… not been kind. Beat me and teased me for being ugly. Anger’s all I’ve ever known for them, not love. I want to see them dead.”

      “Bertha, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful relationship.” I paused, saw her smile widen, then my mind flickered back to the two mountains of flesh outside and what they had planned for me. “Tell me about this guild. Jeff mentioned something about one. What do they want with my core?”

      “They’re not a guild. They’re bandits. Guilds don’t exist in this realm anymore.”

      “What about Entropy?”

      “I’ve never heard the name.”

      From Bertha’s ignorance, I figured Entropy existed in one or more of the other realms. Lilith had seemed to indicate that the guild was infamous, so the half-troll not knowing about them suggested they weren’t present in the Infernal Realm. It just meant I had to become powerful enough to draw them to me–or seek them out.

      “Tell me more about Gavin’s bandits,” I said.

      “They’re not his. He was just a member. They call themselves the Sand Pirates. They break all the rules set down by the Pantheon. They don’t care. They’ll take your core. Maybe they’ll sell you to a sorcerer who dabbles in forbidden magic. Or maybe they’ll try to break you down, take your essence, and attempt to make their own seals from it. Either way, if they come and you’re still here, it’ll mean trouble.”

      Attractive and informative. Bertha was proving to be the best thing to happen to me in the Sinarius Realms since Lilith had dragged me here.

      “Turns out, trouble is kinda my strong suit.” A thought struck me. ”Who’s Gavin?”

      “Ma’s lover. He’s a troll of considerable strength.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. How many of these scum-sucking shit-for-brains was I going to have to kill to get out of here?

      “Can you take him?” I glanced over her meager weaponry.

      “Not alone.”

      “Bertha! You be done yet?” Jeff called out from the passageway.

      “Not quite,” Bertha lifted her head to yell. “He’s just started to touch my tits!”

      I heard Jeff groan as his footsteps grew quiet in retreat.

      “He’s a prude,” Bertha explained. “He doesn’t want to walk in on his sister fucking an elf.”

      Evidently, Bertha and I were on a different planet right now—what the hell did Jeff think we were doing in here?

      “You want to… y’know, explain that?” I asked her.

      Bertha nodded. “Ma and Jeff think if you breed with me, then I will become pregnant with little dungeon core babies. They believe I could carry hundreds of tiny jewels and gain them a fortune. Stupid, I know, but they think it’ll work.”

      I decided to can every idea I had about Bertha’s mother being some kind of intellectual powerhouse. Obviously, biology wasn’t taught in troll school. Or maybe they were onto something? Magic effectively did away with all my knowledge of science, but surely sex with a dungeon core didn’t create more dungeon cores.

      That would just be ridiculous.

      Except—there was something magical about sex in this world. My Vampiric Expertise perk allowed me to gain the power of a dungeon avatar whenever I fucked or killed them. What power exactly, and to what extent, I didn’t know. But did my perk extend beyond avatars? Would sleeping with Bertha also cause my power to increase?

      Whenever I killed a monster, I gained Infernal Essence, so the killing part definitely held up. But would fucking a monster also give me some kind of Essence? Sex-sence, if you will?

      I looked at the troll sitting beside me on the bed, and her expression actually became a little shy. Her cheeks turned a deep emerald, a far cry from her previous warrior demeanor.

      I had to put my chips on testing my perk with Bertha. Plus, I’d been stuck in my core for the last twenty-three hours and needed to stretch and limber up a bit, particularly if I was about to walk headfirst into a shitfest.

      Given Bertha’s muscle-laden body, however beautiful, I wondered whether my elvish one would even be capable of sustaining a romp with a half-troll.

      “We could just leave,” Bertha cut through my thoughts.  “With you by my side, they wouldn’t be able to stop us.”

      I hadn’t spoken for almost a minute. She’d obviously taken my thoughts to mean hesitation, or some kind of standoffish, elitist silence. The creature I’d contacted hadn’t arrived with his tribe yet, and I couldn’t bank on their presence. Fighting my way out, even with Bertha by my side, wasn’t going to end well, particularly if Gavin turned up.

      We needed reinforcements.

      By the way Bertha was ogling me, I was guessing she needed reinforcement of a different kind. I was more than happy to oblige and test the limits of my elf’s body, but still didn’t know if I could trust her. She certainly seemed honest, and I figured myself a half-decent judge of character.

      Either she was genuine in her desire to help me, or she’d betray me, but what did I have to lose? And maybe there was a chance my Vampiric Expertise would work through a little rough-and-tumble?

      It was a win-win situation.

      “Well, we wouldn’t want to miss out on disgusting Jeff, now would we?” I finally said.

      Bertha’s tongue slid out and brushed her curved lips with a soft moan. “You want to breed?”

      “As long as you don’t actually start swelling up with dungeon cores, it would be my pleasure.”

      The troll beamed, bit her lip, and stared at me. “Legends say elves are well-endowed.”

      “Couldn’t tell you. I’m usually a beautiful little stone on your mantelpiece.”

      I hadn’t exactly checked my own equipment. An hour a day of running from lunatic Infernal creatures didn’t really give you a lot of time for self-appreciation.

      I let a salacious smile cross my face as I pushed off the wall to the edge of the bed. She settled as her powerful legs curled under her, and I reached out. My fingers brushed her neck, and a subtle smile practically dripping with lust touched her full lips. She leaned her face into my palm, and I heard a playful note in her tone that I hadn’t noticed before.

      “You seem eager,” she said.

      “I like new experiences.” I slid closer as I thanked my earlier choice to pick a fast and agile creature to possess. My movements were silky and soft, and it wasn’t lost on the gorgeous creature in front of me. “Never been with a troll before.”

      “Half-troll,” she corrected.

      “And I can’t begin to tell you how much I’m glad that’s the case.” A thought occurred, and I muttered a curse. “I’m on a clock. The elf will return to the jewel in a little less than fifty minutes.”

      Bertha raised an eyebrow but moaned softly as my hand glided over her side, bare and warm and ridged with muscle. She felt incredible, brimming with savage strength and lust.  

      “Do you really think you can last that long with me?” she asked.

      I chuckled in her ear, then traced a line down over her shoulder with my lips. For all her big talk, she was practically vibrating with lust and desire. “How about we see who finishes first, then you can make all the snarky comments you like.”

      “I’ll break you in half if I’m not careful,” she growled back. “You’d better be as good as your word.”

      She wasn’t kidding about her strength.

      Her hand caught my chest, pulled me to her, and tore at the neck of my tunic. I felt a couple of the fastenings give as she hauled it over my head. The cool air touched my bare chest, but all I felt was heat. Bertha shoved me, and my back hit the hard mattress. The bed creaked when she followed.  

      Then her mouth was on mine.

      My only frame of reference for kissing in the Sinarius Realms was Lilith, but Bertha was another flavor entirely. Her mouth generated an intense heat, her lips were firm, and her tongue was aggressive.

      I felt her catch my wrists, and I couldn’t help but grin as pleasure exploded into my bloodstream. Her rippling thighs pinned mine into the bed, and her wet tongue slid into my mouth. I savored her taste as my tongue brushed over tiny ridges in hers.

      Bertha ground into me, her smooth voice deepening further into an animalistic growl as I sank my teeth into her lip, almost drawing blood. She pulled her mouth away from mine forcefully and straightened up, but her hips continued to move rhythmically as she pleased herself against my hardened muscle.

      I watched her grin as she placed my core in her teeth. With a vicious tug, she tore off her leather corset, freeing her breasts before tossing the clothing behind my head and leaning over me again. Her tongue flickered out and left a warm line of pleasure on my face.

      Almost delicately, she placed my core onto her pillow. My only free hand found her ass and gripped her while my fingers dug into her powerful muscle, her salacious smile growing wider as she kissed me again.

      The half-troll’s hand traveled south under my trousers and tightened.

      My breath caught in my throat, and her eyes sparkled with mischief as she looked into mine.

      “I was right about you,” she whispered. “And I give you five minutes.”
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      I wasn’t sure exactly how long we had been at it since checking my timer was probably impolite, but I was on the cusp of outlasting Bertha. The half-troll’s hair was starting to escape its braid, and the dark brown strands tickled my hip as she leaned back. Her whole body trembled from her release, and her bottom lip quivered with ecstasy.

      My back curved upward as my own hellish avatar exploded with pleasure, electric heat blasting through every limb, through every fiber of my being. My core vibrated and shuddered on the pillow behind my head. The jewel glowed with a bright crimson light that mixed with the shadows cast by the torch.

      For a moment, I felt my consciousness flux and flicker between the gem and the elf.  I detected a potent essence swirling inside Bertha before that same essence flooded into me. Delirium ensnared me and left me feeling as if I was halfway between a dream and waking. The essence was slowly moving out of the bare creature straddling me and into my avatar.

      But it didn’t stop there.

      It pumped through my veins like a shot of adrenaline and then siphoned into my core. A rush of power enveloped me, and I was seeing through both my avatar and my jewel at the same time. The entire room became completely known to me, an infusion of true knowledge right down to the atomic level.

      Was this the Vampiric Expertise?

      Bertha’s hair brushed my cheek, my face splitting into a satisfied smirk as the sensation faded. My senses returned from their omnipresent state as my consciousness reattached itself to Von Dominus.

      Something had changed.

      The elf had felt agile before with his sharp senses and sharper reflexes, but now his body felt more powerful, somehow. Every sinuous strand of muscle snaking under my skin brimmed with heat and strength. Lilith hadn’t been lying to me; I really could take the perks from the females I decided to sleep with. Bertha wasn’t a dungeon core, but the same power that radiated from every inch of her was now mine.

      “You said you don’t have a lot of time before you return to your jewel.” Bertha panted, slipped off my lap, and dropped beside me on the earth-moulded mattress. “We should leave.”

      Bertha was the first woman who hadn’t wanted to kiss and cuddle after sex. In a way, I was a bit disappointed, but she was right. Every second I lay here, I was wasting time. We needed to move. I had trouble even lifting a hand since my mind was still reeling from the sex. Holy shit, that had been something else.

      I forced myself upright, and the daze of my climax lifted. Rather than feeling exhausted, every part of me burst with energy.

      I was spoiling for a fight.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I chuckled as she started to collect her clothes from around the room.  

      Bertha’s eyes narrowed as she looked at me. “What is it?”

      “I’m going to enthrall you. You think you can kill Jeff and Ma if they get in your way, but they’re your family, and you could hesitate. If I join my mind with yours, you won’t even think twice. Better for you, better for me.”

      “I’ll do it,” Bertha said without hesitation.

      I rolled over onto my side, placed a hand on either side of her face, and held her head in my hands. My gaze locked onto hers just as it had with Lilith and Charlie, and I reached out with my elf’s mind. I found her mind deep within her pupils, lost inside a miasma of hurt and violence. She was a mess of emotions and traumatic experiences, but she would be my mess. My vision became almost completely clouded in crimson as I touched her soul.

      

      
        
        Charm test . . . Success!

        Bertha the Hell Troll successfully Captured!

      

        

      
        Hell Troll / Human (Black Sands)

        Name: Bertha

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Common

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Cave Troll, War Troll)

      

      

      

      “I’m yours now . . . Master.”

      “My gaze didn’t enthrall you,” I said. “It captured you.”

      “I’m yours. Your champion. Forever sealed to your core.”

      I hadn’t even started building my dungeon yet, and I already had a champion. I was itching to eke out my existence as a collection of floors filled with traps and monsters on the mountain’s peak, but first I needed to escape this grotto.

      I slid off the bed and found my tunic and trousers in a crumpled heap on the floor. I still had no pockets but couldn’t afford to leave the dungeon core in here. Time was pressing, the minutes ticking down, and the longer I stayed here, the sooner Gavin would arrive.

      My reinforcements still hadn’t shown up, and it was probably best to assume they weren’t coming.

      Bertha fastened her leather bodice around herself, and I let my eyes wander over her form appreciatively for a moment longer as I dressed. She’d boasted of her own abilities, but even with her by my side, I didn’t want to get into an extended engagement with her family. My new champion was the only enjoyable aspect of troll hospitality, and I had no intention of finding out what else her mother and brother had in mind.

      Bertha picked up her weapon and spun it. It was a short-handled poleaxe with a broad blade that curved into a point. The half-troll performed a flashy display for my benefit, but as her eyes flickered across to the main room and back to me, it was clear she was all business now.

      “Your orders, Master?” She grinned slyly and looked at me from the corner of her eyes.

      “We need to leave,” I told her. “Getting to the mountaintop—that’s our priority.”

      Bertha bent down to pick up the cleaver from where she’d tossed it. With a calm smile, she offered it to me.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Cleaver (Troll Iron)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Physical

        Seals: None

      

      

      

      I took the heavy weapon and turned it over in my hand. It was fashioned in the manner of a meat cleaver, not the kind of agile, light weapon that would complement my elfish agility. I was almost a super-elf now that I possessed Bertha’s strength, so the cleaver would probably work well.

      At least, it’d work well until we got outside and I found a better weapon. I cast my mind back to the layout of the cave. The exit was on the right, but we’d have to blitz through the trolls’ kitchen first.

      I picked up my dungeon core and cursed Jeff for leaving my makeshift sling behind. Fucking idiot could’ve at least done me the courtesy of bringing the thing down with him. Bertha read my mind and retrieved a pouch from among a pile of rags and bones in the corner.

      “Here,” she said as she offered it to me.

      “I don’t have a belt for the pouch,” I told her. “Better if you take it.”

      I was putting my life in Bertha’s hands, but I trusted her now. There was something about fucking someone that broke down defenses, for better or worse.  

      “I’ll protect you with my life,” the half-troll promised. She took my core reverently and tucked it into the small leather pocket before fixing it to her waist.

      I tested the cleaver with a bit of a swing and grimaced at the weight. The strength boiling in my bloodstream was still very much present, but the weapon felt ungainly, awkward, and badly balanced. It was definitely more suited to a troll than an elf.

      Bertha stepped past me, that berserker grin widening, and I reached out to touch her shoulder; we needed to work together on this. Even with her on my side and my newfound power, speed was key. The sooner we were outside and could put some distance between ourselves and Gavin, the better.

      “We only kill them if they’re in our way,” I told her. “We can’t waste any time.”

      I would have liked to enact some revenge on the other trolls, but my thirst for retribution came second to my desire for efficiency.

      Bertha gritted her teeth but nodded. “I understand.”

      We left the bedchamber, moved silently through the passage, and halted at the entrance to the main chamber. Nothing untoward struck my elf’s ears—it sounded dead out there. The silence didn’t stop a fresh charge of adrenaline rushing through my bloodstream.

      “You be done already, Bertha?” Ma’s voice echoed through the chamber. “Mr. Core be not lasting long.”

      Fuck. Well, so much for the stealthy approach. Time to go in loud.

      “All yours, Bertha,” I told her. “Kill Jeff.”

      Her savage grin widened, and she exploded out of the passageway with the speed of a panther and the power of a runaway bus. I stepped in behind her, just in time to see Jeff dive out of the way of my champion’s poleaxe. The curved blade arced downward and missed him by a hair.

      “The elf done something to Bertha, Ma!” Jeff screamed as he dodged another powerful swing from Bertha.

      Ma’s eyes turned upon me as she strolled casually forward. She seemed to have all the time in the world and not a single care.

      She was wrong.

      I felt a wicked grin split my face as I stared at the massive flesh mountain in front of me. The kitchen—if you could call it that—stood in the way of my freedom. A table full of bloody meat, a collection of rustic, clumsy blades, and the ugliest fucking mother I’d ever seen in my life were my only obstacles.

      Jeff howled beside me, and I spared him a glance. He was grappling with Bertha, trying to keep the blade from sinking into his face. A line of blood coursing down over his eye, told me my new champion was everything she had said she’d be. He was twice the size, and still struggling to hold her off. I saw Ma move, hurling her knife, and I barely managed to duck as it ripped past my head, showering sparks as it collided with the cavern wall.

      Ma watched the battle between her children, spectating as if I didn’t plan on entering the fight at some point.

      “What was that you were saying about not lasting long?” I challenged her.

      Ma howled some probably-unkind troll curse before marching toward the kitchen bench.

      “Old, slow, corpulent, revolting, abusive.” I rattled off the litany of the first words that came to my mind as the troll-mother lunged for a knife. “How did a monster like you make something as impressive as Bertha?”

      Ma’s whole chest was heaving with rage, and spittle clung to her tusks and lips as she finally got her stubby fingers around a carving knife. Her feet crashed against the ground and her mounds of flesh rippled as she charged across the room. Only a few feet from striking distance, I prepared to cut her down with my gifted cleaver. The monstrous troll drew her arm back and aimed her carving knife to gut me.

      Then she froze.

      I was about to use the fortuitous opportunity to my advantage when I recognized the reason she’d stopped suddenly.

      A howling cacophony of demonic cackling echoed through the exit. The ear-piercing noise bounced off the walls, turning Ma’s face a pale shade of green. Jeff and Bertha were locked in battle as they traded knees and headbutts, oblivious to the sounds.

      I could have dealt with the frozen troll then and there, but I was too interested in these newcomers. She was obviously terrified, which meant this wasn’t Gavin or the guild.

      In fact, I knew exactly who had caused her petrified state.

      The cavalry.

      The creature and his tribe had finally come to rescue me.

      It was about damned time, too.
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      “Imps,” Ma muttered, her knife hanging loosely from her fingers. The demonic laughter grew louder, and she recovered almost instantly. “Jeff! Imps be coming!”

      Jeff slammed his shoulder into Bertha and finally tore the poleaxe from her grip. He leaped between his mother and me, facing the exit. They obviously thought these imps were a greater threat than anything Bertha and I could throw at them.

      First one, then two, then a whole cloud of bat-like creatures swarmed into the grotto; it was a teeming mass of bloated grey flesh, beating wings, teeth, claws, and grating screeches that sounded familiar.

      They were no Infernal Dragon, but I’d take a golden opportunity when I could get it.

      “Where is the dungeon core?” an imp demanded. His wings flapped as he hovered above the troll-mother’s head.

      “You not be getting it!” Ma snatched the imp out of the air with a warted fist, smashed the creature into the wood of the table, and slit its throat with the carving knife intended for my face.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      The other flying creatures wailed at the loss of their comrade and swarmed the troll. The imps ripped at the mother troll with their talons and tore into her with their fangs. Blood sprayed from the wounds, but Ma ignored the lesions. Her carving knife swept through the air while her enormous left hand snatched imps in mid-flight and crushed them.

      Still, they came, an onslaught of black hide and bone-white claws. They were everywhere, all over her, ripping at her skin, tearing at her eyes, and coating the flowery dress in dark blood. Ma’s screeches of pain added themselves to the noise reverberating in the cavern, and I breathed in the carnage.

      I sought my champion and found Bertha already on her feet, but the incensed little devils weren’t following the game plan; they were attacking everyone and everything in sight.

      I ducked under a swipe and watched my champion smack an imp out of the air as she charged for Jeff. She seemed uninterested in the potential new threat; she was still following my command with every ounce of concentration in her rippling body.

      We needed to leave with haste, but the brother-sister pair was already grappling again. Bertha showed her training when she batted aside the stolen poleaxe with an elbow, leaped into the air, and smashed her knee into Jeff’s jaw. I almost heard the crunch of it cracking as he howled and reeled backward. Bertha wrenched her weapon from his suddenly-loose fingers and ripped the blade across his torso, rending flesh. A well-placed kick sent him smashing into the wall, and she raised the poleaxe, looking for the final kill…

      “Bertha!” Ma screamed. “Leave him!”

      With a deafening roar, Ma broke free of the imps and barrelled toward Bertha, murder in her eyes. As my champion looked to me for another order, I lunged to intercept her mother’s charge. Blinded by blood and pain, the troll-mother didn’t see me as I raced in from the right. I had to make this quick; my avatar was running out of time with each second, and if the imps kept this up, Bertha wouldn’t be able to escape the combined forces of her family and the hellspawn I’d convinced to come here as a distraction.

      I dodged under Ma’s wide swing and caught a fistful of her blood-matted hair from behind. She roared and flailed her arms, her carving knife desperate to slash me open. I launched myself onto her back with my hands still gripping her hair and tugged to bare her throat.

      Then my cleaver tore her stony flesh open easily. Ma’s skin felt more like leather than stone under the edge of Bertha’s weapon. I roared with triumph just as the she-troll’s elbow hit me. I grunted, felt my grip vanish, and crashed into the table, sending bloody meat and cleavers skittering everywhere. I rolled off the table and onto my feet, but when I went to finish off Ma, the imps swarmed in.

      Suddenly, my world was nothing but beating, wings of leather and fucking sharp teeth. I felt them tearing at me as they tried to rip me to pieces. I’d lost Bertha’s blade somewhere in mid-air, but I forced through the thick of enemies and searched for a weapon that had fallen from the table.

      My hand found something heavy and meaty. My fingers wrapped around a rolling pin large enough to be a two-handed club. There were no text boxes appearing in my vision, and I guessed Lilith had programmed them not to show up during battle. Good; they would just get in the way.

      I smacked my new rolling pin into the nearest imp, feeling the end mash flesh and crush bone. An imp dropped to the ground, its spine shattered from my blow. My boot slammed into the creature’s skull and shattered it. I swung above my head with unbridled ferocity, my rolling pin pounding into imps left, right, and center. It was almost like playing a game of whack-a-mole, and the monsters dropped around me like dead flies.

      Eventually, the cloud of imps scattered, not willing to try their luck against an elf who knew how to swing a club. With the brief respite, I spotted Bertha’s cleaver glinting dully in the flickering firelight. I couldn’t wield both weapons since the club required two hands.

      I glanced up when I heard Bertha’s deep roar, just in time to see my champion sweep under her mother’s arm and catch her around the waist. Her poleaxe had fallen somewhere on the cavern floor.

      My hands closed around Bertha’s cleaver, and I looked up. Bertha’s muscles rippled as she tensed and planted her feet. In an insane display of strength and leverage, she lifted her mother from the ground and then arched back. Ma’s howling curses came to an abrupt end as my champion drove her down through the dinner table. I could almost hear the snap of the mother troll’s neck breaking, but that may have just been the table exploding in a cloud of splinters and blood.

      Troll furniture could probably stand up to a dead cow or two, but a half ton of troll flesh? Not so much.

      Bertha got an arm under herself and slid back to her feet. Blood trickled from a cut on her cheek, and one of her eyes was beginning to swell. She still wore that battle-frenzied smile as she waited, ready for my next instruction.

      Loyal. A force of nature under my command.

      “Nicely done,” I said to Bertha as I handed her my cleaver.

      “You take it. My gift to you. I’ll have the rolling pin.” We exchanged weapons, and I took a second to appreciate the cleaver.

      “We’re not done yet,” she said.

      I heard a roar from Jeff. He struggled to his feet with his free hand holding half his intestines inside his gut.

      “Fuck, I thought you dealt with him,” I said to my champion.

      “It seems my brother is a difficult troll to kill, but I wasn’t talking about him.” Bertha nodded above, the imps now regrouped. They screeched and swept toward us again.

      This was the last time I’d make a deal with these flying little bastards; they were more trouble than they were worth.

      “We’ll draw the imps to Jeff,” I said. “Let them finish each other off. Ready?”

      Bertha nodded, then we made our move.

      I dived left, and she went right, but the swarm of little bat-winged cretins were already upon us. The imps circled back when we changed directions, none of them seeming to agree on which of us to pursue. Bertha and I circled her injured brother, and he appeared to think we were taunting him. He let out an enraged cry as he struggled to keep his insides from falling out of his stomach.

      The imps regrouped but still seemed confused by our movements. Rather than chase us down, they took the easy kill—Jeff. The troll howled as they tore into his face and stomach, but I didn’t have time to watch them start dissecting him.

      “Run!” I yelled to Bertha, and she started for the exit.

      I followed after her, but then an imp caught hold of my tunic, its claws eager to rip into my throat. I reached over my shoulder and plunged the cleaver through its gut. The creature went limp, falling out of the air in a shower of blood and bile.

      More imps fled toward me, came, obviously finished gnawing the flesh from Jeff’s bones. The swarm didn’t stop to attack when they reached me; instead, they continued to the exit and ensured Bertha couldn’t escape. She struggled to fend them off with the club as they harassed her. She needed a better weapon, like her poleaxe, but it was probably halfway buried beneath the piles of imp corpses scattered in what used to be her mother’s kitchen.

      I was wrong about Bertha needing a better weapon. In a matter of seconds, the imp cloud was reduced to a single member, Bertha crushing the final creature’s skull with a well-aimed swing of the rolling pin.

      The last imp was dead.

      Something clawed at my ankles, but I stomped forward, my boot crunching through a skull with a grisly crack.

      Okay. Maybe that was the last imp.

      Then the wooden window panes splintered, and more imps arrived. There was almost as many as before, but they were now led by two different kinds of imps. The pair in charge looked more muscular and bore a single purple stripe of flesh running down their spines.

      Great. These two were probably the Infernal Realm’s version of boss-imps.

      Was one of these two bastards the creature I’d spoken to? Either way, they were going to die.

      Infernal Essence swirled around their hands, convalescing into orbs of energy. That was new—I’d never seen any of the creatures here use magic before. Boss-imps who could wield fucking magic balls of death? This was going to be fun.

      “Do not let them hit you with the shadow-spheres!” Bertha yelled as she sprinted toward me.

      I dived behind the wreck of the table just as the orbs crashed into the wall and floor where I’d been a moment before. A foul-smelling black mist, like boiling ammonia and brimstone, erupted inside the cavern and made the trolls’ fireplace flare up. Heat punched outward like a fist, and I hissed as my skin prickled painfully in response.

      I glanced over the table and saw Bertha hiding behind her mother’s rocking chair while the elite-imps assaulted her with their exploding spheres. The rest of the imps watched, and I guessed they didn’t want to come between us and the elite’s exploding projectiles.

      I caught hold of a hunk of meat and hurled it into their midst. The hurtling object forced the pair of imps to split, their orbs dissipating in their hands. In an instant, I was on my feet again and racing back into the fight.

      The first imp-elite couldn’t evade my slick elf’s speed as my fingers closed around a leathery wing. I ripped the imp open with my dagger, spilling viscera and gore all over my hands. Bertha leaped from her hiding place to charge the next one, and it must have considered me an easier fight because it made a desperate dive toward me. Its glowing red eyes were aflame with hate, and I fixed my eyes on those tiny, devilish beads.

      The creature paused, drawn into my elf’s irresistible gaze.

      

      
        
        Charm Test… Success

        Squallish the Infernal Imp Enthralled!

      

      

      

      Half a second gave me a moment to wonder if Lilith was watching this chaos, and I felt a shit-eating grin cross my face. She was definitely getting her fill of evisceration.

      “Kill your brethren, in the name of Lilith,” I told the imp.

      Squallish started to fire shadow-spheres into the ranks of the lesser imps, and they scattered in confusion at the sudden friendly fire. Before I could admire the slaughter, the last Infernal Imp rushed me, diving for the exposed flesh near my throat. Squallish quit blasting the other monsters and tackled his fellow tribe-mate. They tumbled through the air in a whirl of blood and talons, but Squallish had the upper hand. He tore at the other imp’s wings, back, and anything else he could get his hands on.

      With the two Infernal Imps battling it out, I turned my attention to Bertha. The other monsters had swarmed her, their speed worth appreciating, but she was stronger than them. If her hands found anything, a wing, an arm, a leg, she crushed them. Her emerald-colored skin was splashed with blood, streaked with brains, splattered with crushed organs.

      The whole cavern reeked of blood, gore, and the magic of the imps. A thick miasma of Infernal Essence swirled in black forms before racing toward me. The dark tendrils circled around me, and then they drained into my pores like some kind of vacuum cleaner.

      What the fuck?

      I didn’t have time to figure out what had just happened while my champion was in the thick of battle, so I charged over to help her. As I cut through an imp’s stomach, I felt my connection with Squallish break. I fought off the imps while I pivoted to see what had happened to my enthralled creature. He lay dead on the ground beside the other Infernal Imp. Squallish had conquered his foe but died in the process.

      A worthy effort; maybe I’d have considered naming a dungeon pet after him if he hadn’t come here trying to kill me.

      Bertha caught the last imp as its claws tore at her hair, but then she ripped it in half in a shower of black and red, bones snapping and sinews popping. She saw me absorbing the essence, and her eyes widened. I grinned, and my eyes slid from her gorgeous form to movement behind the kitchen bench. I heard the clatter of bottles and a loud chugging noise.

      Then Jeff rose up from behind the bench. He was a bloody and bruised mess with a glowing liquid oozed down his chin.

      “He found Ma’s healing tonics!” Bertha said.

      “I did,” Jeff replied as he wiped his maw with a grubby fist. “I be all patched-up now.”

      I stared at his stomach, at the spot where only minutes ago his intestines had threatened to fall out and uncoil on the ground. It was completely healed.

      “Must be some incredible potions,” I muttered to Bertha.

      “I’m surprised they still work. They’ve been in there for generations.”

      “I be ready for you again.” Jeff ushered us forward with a hand.

      “I’ve had about enough of fucking monsters trying to stop me getting to the top of this goddamned mountain,” I said.

      Jeff swayed as he waited for me to make the first move. He was surrounded by the bodies of dead imps, their black essence moving toward me. The substance seeped into my every pore and filled my Tainted Elf form with the spoils of death and destruction. The harvest brought with it an all-consuming fury and a desire for more of the delicious essence.

      Was this how Lilith had gained her power?

      I didn’t care to wonder. Not now. Not when there was still one last monster to slay.

      Anger filled me as I considered how fucking hard it was just to get my dungeon started. I was meant to be a dungeon core, filling my floors with monsters and traps, ending the lives of hapless adventurers. Instead, I was caught in a battle between trolls and imps, and this was one troll that wouldn’t die.

      I would have to remedy that.

      My whole being howled for carnage, for death, for evisceration with my bare hands. I wanted to kill and rend and tear, filling the entire mountain with the inert bodies of my enemies. I wanted to drain their essence, drink all of it in, to become exactly what Lilith had said I would be—the ultimate dungeon core, the strongest in the all the Sinarius Realms.

      “You steal my woman. You kill Ma.” Jeff flexed, and seemed to grow muscles on top of his muscles. “You will die. I will kill you.”

      I was too consumed by battle rage to even question why Jeff considered Bertha his woman. I tossed the cleaver to my other hand as my lips spread into another charming, fanged, bloodthirsty grin.

      “This is my mountain now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeff lunged in one last-ditch effort to rip me in two, but I stepped easily out of the way. My boot scraped against something on the floor, and I looked down to see my champion’s weapon of choice.

      I slipped a toe under the poleaxe, then flicked it up into Bertha’s waiting hands. She caught the weapon with a savage smile as Jeff’s momentum carried him forward after I’d dodged his attack. He was still huge, still as hard as nails, and still dangerous despite having evaded death via the magical potion.

      Bertha sprang forward and her poleaxe struck true, straight into the exposed gut of her last surviving family member. Jeff howled and thrashed suddenly, but Bertha wasn’t fast enough to evade his final move. The brother’s fist clipped the sister’s chin, and Bertha shot backward, her green form lifting six feet into the air and crashing into the last unbroken piece of furniture: her mother’s rocking chair.

      A sudden bolt of fury blasted into my heart, a kind of animalistic anger filling my veins with fire. Maybe it wasn’t just Bertha’s strength I’d siphoned from our lovemaking because I now possessed a troll’s ferocity.

      One rage-filled leap and I was on him.

      Jeff let out a deafening bellow as he swung at me. His roar filled the cavern and seemed to shake the very walls. I dodged his fist, but his elbow smashed deep into my gut. I grunted as I slammed the cleaver down into his bicep, its blade biting all the way to the bone but stopping there. He released another roar of pain as he twisted and writhed. The poleaxe still impaled him, so his movements were impeded, and I took advantage.

      I held onto the cleaver’s handle with all my might, jumped, and hauled myself up by the weapon like a handhold. I leaped over his wildly swinging arm, and my knees crashed into his chest.

      Tearing the blade free, I started hacking and chopping his eyes, mouth, and throat. I targeted any spot where I could sink the broad edge. Jeff screamed on the first few strikes but quickly grew silent. My wrath wasn’t satiated yet, so I continued to strike his skull like a metronome. Jeff’s blood, skull fragments, and brain matter covered me before I ripped the blade free of his flesh a final time and tossed the weapon aside.

      I doubted that cleaver would ever have an edge again after the beating I’d just given it.

      My chest heaved as I doubled over and sucked in air, my muscles cramping from the constant striking, and my head pounding as the adrenaline wore off. I turned my back on the mangled remnants of the troll. And then—I heard a groan.

      “By Lilith!” Bertha swore as her eyes widened, and I whirled around to see Jeff’s skull slowly piecing itself back together.

      The troll-who-should-have-been-dead was a bloodied mess, but the potion must have still been in his bloodstream because his wounds were already healing. Whatever was inside those bottles must have been the most powerful invincibility potion in all the fucking realms.

      Upon closer inspection, though, I realized his wounds weren’t exactly healing; the fractures in his skull were becoming covered in a glowing yellow substance. The insides of his shattered skull were still visible, and he didn’t have a whole lot of brain left, only enough to let him stand and swagger. Although now a giant lumbering vegetable, he was still dangerous.

      Jeff cracked his neck and wrenched the poleaxe from his abdomen. Rather than blood, that same glowing yellow liquid gushed from his stomach. The potion. It must have brought him back to life, but I doubted it would keep him from death for very long. The way the glowing liquid seemed to only cover the wounds made me think that as soon as the potion passed through his bloodstream, he’d die.

      But then again, he might only need a few seconds to kill Bertha and me.

      My cleaver was still a few feet away, and I dived for it. Jeff got there before me, his entire body psyched up on the world’s greatest potion. He caught hold of the back of my tunic, giving me just a split second to decide what to do next. Punching the monster would just break my hand. Bertha was already coming toward us, but she wouldn’t be able to strike with the rolling pin in time and her poleaxe was too far away.

      Beneath the acrid stench of the potion running through his veins, he reeked of blood. I reveled in the aroma of that delicious crimson lifeforce and gritted my teeth as I felt my fangs begin to protrude from my gums.

      Then I had an idea.

      My mouth raced to Jeff’s throat, and I bit down with every ounce of strength I had left. The strands of flesh in his neck gave way, and then I was drinking him. The action was instinctive, and I became like a dehydrating exile in a desert. The blood tasted sweet, hot, and tainted. Mixed with the potion, I could feel its heady effects in seconds.

      Jeff’s legs gave out, but I carried his weight. The potion had infused me with enough strength to easily support his unconscious, slowly dying form. The pulse of his huge heart slowed to a crawl as I consumed him.

      When Jeff finally stopped twitching, I pulled my fangs free from his throat and stood, squaring my shoulders as my muscles expanded with new life. The potion was quickly fading, whatever magic it contained having already been expended on Jeff’s resurrection. It had invigorated me, but my wounds from the battle with the imps and trolls remained. Cuts, bruises, and aching muscles made themselves known in a painful chorus.

      “Oh, my,” Bertha said as she came over to me and wiped her brother’s blood from my mouth. “You really are a Tainted Elf.”

      “That was a first,” I said with a shrug. “At least I can say Jeff was worth something. Where the fuck did your Ma get that potion from? Why didn’t she just sell it? I imagine it would have been worth a lot of coins or whatever your currency is here. And she definitely needed currency. She wouldn’t have tried to sell me if that weren’t the case.”

      “Ma was . . . eccentric. None of the bottles beneath her bench were labeled, and Jeff could just as easily have downed a poison.”

      “Right.” I marched over to the cupboard beneath the bench, bent over, and inspected the shelves. They were all empty, the bottles that had been inside now lying shattered on the ground, their contents gathered in a pool of various glowing liquids, just like a kid’s finger painting.

      Well, they might have been destroyed, but at least now I knew the capabilities of the magical potions in this world. I’d ensure none of my enemies ever got the chance to down one.

      I heard a steady rushing sound, and I expected to see yet more monsters to kill when I looked up. Instead, I saw Infernal Essence bleeding free of Jeff’s corpse and floating toward me. The black mist washed over me before seeping deep into my avatar. I looked down at my hands, dripping with blood and viscera, to see the shallow wounds from the imps fading, closing, far more quickly than they should’ve been.

      Was this another Vampiric Expertise perk?

      Had to be. There was no other explanation for it. I could feel nothing of the potion in my body anymore, but my senses were greater and my strength had increased from only seconds before. My only explanation was that the Tainted Elf grew stronger on more blood, more chaos, and more carnage. As a long-dead creature from the Infernal Realms, that wouldn’t have surprised me one bit.

      I walked out from behind the kitchen bench and looked at the grotto-turned-bloodied-battlefield.

      Jeff’s corpse had crumbled, his flesh wasted away, and only bleached bones were now visible. I wasn’t sure whether my bloodsucking routine or the potion had done it to him. I felt no ill-effects myself from the potion so it must have been the former. Imp carcasses formed a carpet of flesh and bone, and my feet squelched in blood as I returned to Bertha.

      She stood over her ma’s corpse, a wistful look in her eye.

      “Do you regret this?” I asked. “Do you regret becoming my champion?”

      “That is one decision I will never regret.” She turned to me and smiled, but I didn’t overlook the moisture in her eyes. Sure, she was a warrior, abused by her mother and brother, but it had probably still hurt to play this part in their deaths.

      I glanced at my timer.

      Fuck.

      Less than ten minutes left.

      A cascade of windows finally appeared in my vision.

      

      
        
        Von Dominus killed Squallish the Infernal Imp!

        Infernal Essence +150

      

        

      
        Von Dominus killed Oltop the Infernal Imp!

        Infernal Essence +150

      

        

      
        Von Dominus killed Ma the Hell Troll!

        Infernal Essence +100

      

        

      
        Von Dominus killed Jeff the Hell Troll!

        Infernal Essence +200

      

        

      
        Von Dominus killed Lesser Imps x 20!

        Infernal Essence +400

      

      

      

      I didn’t have anything to spend my essence on yet, but now I had nothing impeding my journey to the mountaintop, so I could spend big as soon as I started my dungeon. I wasn’t sure what I could use the essence on, but figured there’d be a bunch of cool dungeon-specific items I could build.

      The notifications had counted the Infernal Imp that Squallish had killed, so it seemed that any time an Enthralled creature slew something, it counted toward my own kill tally.

      Neat.

      Now it was time to scale Shadow Crag.

      I grabbed Bertha’s poleaxe and gave it to her. “You all right?”

      She nodded, her eyes wide with awe. “And you?”

      I glanced over my skin again. Even the burns seemed to have faded where they should’ve been scalded and blistered. I offered her my hand; she took it with eagerness.

      My whole body was still brimming with energy. Whether or not it was the blood I’d drunk, the Infernal Essence my avatar had absorbed from the monsters around me, or the leftover adrenaline, I didn’t know. I easily pulled my champion to me, and we kissed in a heady concoction of passion and lingering battle-lust, as I savored the taste of my new champion.

      There was a clatter outside, and I swore under my breath as I grabbed my cleaver and prepared for another round. Another Infernal Imp fluttered through a broken window, its purple mark down its back not quite as distinct as the others.

      “Want to do the honors?” I asked Bertha.

      “There’s no need!” the imp cried out. “I’m not here for trouble.”

      I recognized that voice. “You’re the one who said you’d rescue me, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed,” the imp answered. “I asked my kin for help. We live in the caverns beneath the Black Sands, so it took some time to get here. Unfortunately, I was delayed. Squallish and Oltop would not let me leave, and they ensnared me. They said they would try to destroy you. The Sand Pirates have poisoned their minds. They do not believe a dungeon core returning to our realm would be good for the monsters.”

      “Them and everybody else, apparently,” I said. “You’re not interested in using me for your own benefit?”

      “No,” he answered. “Well, not precisely.”

      “I promised you would get to plunder my dungeon if you rescued me. You did a pretty shitty job of that.”

      “Oh . . .”

      I glanced around the practical abattoir the whole cave had become. “I asked for your help, Imp, not for a harder fight against my captors.”

      “Forgive me, Master, but I couldn’t sway them. And have they not paid for their mistakes?” The imp flew into the room and hovered above the imp corpses. A devilish smile crossed his face, and a little cackle burst from his lungs. “Thank the Goddess!”

      “You’re quite the familicidal little bastard, aren’t you?” I asked the imp.

      Both Bertha and the imp harbored a strong hatred for their families. It seemed like finding disgruntled family members and turning them against their own was becoming my shtick. Back on Earth, I’d heard people get called homewreckers, but this was something else.

      “This was the worst day of my life until I witnessed this glorious display of the Goddess’s hand!” The imp looked like he was about to leap free from his skin and do a little dance around the corpses.

      “Lilith didn’t do much,” I said.

      “Tell me, can your dungeon have another champion?” the imp asked me.

      I recalled my dungeon creation screen from what felt like months ago, remembering I could have two champions. Our deal had been negotiated on the basis this Infernal Imp would destroy my captors. And, in a manner of speaking, his tribe had done just that—by giving us the opportunity to do it ourselves.

      The lone survivor of the tribe fluttered closer, his voice taking on a pleading tone. “I’m incredibly useful. And incredibly loyal. This troll will require so much time and effort to maintain, yet I am so easily swayed by your allure.”

      “Bertha chose to be my first champion,” I challenged him, “And she didn’t almost get me killed while doing it.”

      I paused and thought over the possibilities. My timer was still ticking down, and even if the imp was no Bertha, I did need minions to protect my core. There was no telling when Gavin or the guilds would arrive to throw yet another spanner in the works.

      “What can you do, Imp?” I asked finally.

      “I throw shadow-spheres. Fly. Negotiate.”

      They were all things that weren’t Bertha’s strong suit. I needed a balance—magic, mobility, strength, cunning, and fast talkers. Between Bertha, this Infernal Imp, and myself, I’d at least have a headstart on consolidating my power as a dungeon core.

      “You speak of Lilith. The trolls—and apparently the imps, if you’re not lying to me—have abandoned her. She named me Viceroy. I understand your plight, and that the power of the Infernal monsters is waning. Yet you still worship Lilith. And you saw fit to bring me aid, of a kind, in my time of need. You will be rewarded with your wish. Consider yourself my champion, Imp.”

      “You are the Infernal Goddess’s Viceroy?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’ve struck up something of an understanding.”

      Something about this imp was bringing out my whole evil overlord schtick way too much. Still, it was good practice. The monsters here seemed to respond well to it and took me more seriously when I cranked it up to maximum.

      The imp’s mouth dropped to a gaping hole. “Truly?”

      “Uh-huh.” I thought about telling the imp that I’d shared saliva with the demon goddess, but I’d always stuck by the motto, never kiss and tell. Besides, this imp was already stunned I’d even met Lilith; if I told him I’d kissed her, he might have a seizure. Also, I needed Bertha to stay focused, and couldn’t afford to take the time to explain that she might have to share me a little.  

      Any of the creatures I’d run into who took Lilith seriously—at this point, only Bertha and this little flying magic bastard—had served me well. I had another slot for a second champion, and this creature might even have useful evolutions. For all of the perks and apparent combat power of my avatar, I could only use it for an hour a day presently. The more loyal creatures I had watching my back, the stronger I could become.

      The imp was no massive troll, but I’d already witnessed the offensive capabilities of his kind. Flight, the ability to communicate across huge distances through MindSpeak, and the orbs of Infernal magic were a set of skills I couldn’t turn down.

      Alright. Time to capture this guy.

      “Look into my eyes,” I said to the imp, and he turned his slitted eyes to mine.

      

      
        
        Charm test . . . Success!

        Puck the Infernal Imp successfully Captured!

      

        

      
        Infernal Imp

        Name: Puck

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Common

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Shade, Lava Demon)

      

      

      

      “So, your name’s Puck?” I asked my new minion.

      “Yes, Master,” he replied. His tone sounded much more subservient than before, so he must have been telling the truth about how easily he could be charmed. That, or bowing and scraping were pretty standard with new captures.

      “And you’re an Infernal Imp? What’s the difference between you and those other imps we fought? There were only two of the Infernals.”

      “They are lesser imps. Ordinary creatures of less-than-ordinary intelligence. The Infernal Imps rule over them. At least they did. Before you killed Squallish and Oltop.”

      “They were the last of the Infernals?”

      “Yes, Master. The last that existed in the Black Sands, at least.”

      “Hmm . . .” If the Infernals ruled over the lesser imps, then maybe Puck would be far more useful than I had thought. It was a topic I’d need to follow up later, so I banked the thought. “I need to get to the top of the mountain. As much as I love kicking ass with you, I don’t really want to be here when Gavin comes. I’ve done enough essence farming for today. It’s time I started building my dungeon.”

      Increased strength, two minions, and an ocean of Infernal Essence later, and today was shaping up to be quite productive. But I still had to get to the top of the mountain. At least now I had Bertha and Puck for bodyguards, and with them under my control, I could have them carry my jewel.

      Bertha didn’t look in a condition to do much fighting, but her injuries were only skin-deep. Her eyes were clear, and she bore herself with a new kind of pride I hadn’t seen before, even while she was doing her damn best to break her bed with me. The gashes and bruises could wait; once my dungeon took form, I’d find a way to heal her. Either I’d do it by having Puck go for supplies, or by finding a way to infuse her with Infernal Essence and repair the surface damage.

      My avatar timer’s seconds ticked down to fewer than thirty.

      “Bertha, you’ll carry my jewel. Puck, you scout ahead. Watch for any potential dangers and inform me if you see anything.”

      “Say no more, Master,” the imp said.

      I looked down at the hands of my elf. My time was done here, but hell, had it been an hour well-spent! Two champions, a cavern full of corpses, and lessons learned. I was stronger now. I could fight, maul, and wrestle with the best of them. I could rip things to pieces and drink them dry to restore my strength.

      My Tainted Elf was quick, but the power I’d gained from Bertha gave me the ferocity and strength of a Hell Troll.

      I returned my consciousness to my jewel, to the strangely comforting darkness of the pouch. I took a moment to reacquaint myself with the feeling of shorter-ranged senses, and then I dissolved Von Dominus and absorbed his essence. I felt Bertha move and shift before I was bouncing off her thighs as she exited the grotto.

      “We’re heading to the mountaintop,” I said. “Anything we can’t kill, we’ll try to avoid. Let’s get there in one piece.”

      With my two minions as an escort, I began the ascent to Shadow Crag’s peak.

      My army was small, that was true, but it was the beginning of an empire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Bertha and Puck climbed the road toward the peak with my core safely tucked inside the half-troll’s pouch. Aside from the odd bump against her thigh, or Puck trying to make wisecracks, it was uneventful.

      We encountered only a few monsters on the journey, and they were easily driven away by a snarl and a swipe from Bertha. Garbled sounds, the beat of the troll’s heart, and the constant thumping of my jewel inside her pouch didn’t give me any indication of what the creatures looked like. I could have extended my senses and examined them more closely, but my mind was elsewhere.

      Right now, my priority was to finally set down my gem somewhere permanent. I aimed to dissuade creatures like the trolls or imps from taking my gem by consolidating both my essence and my power. If the creatures on our path were that easily scared away, they weren’t a direct threat or immediately useful. The threat of Gavin, however, wasn’t far behind. If Bertha’s way of speaking about him was any indication, he’d be a far more difficult fight than even Jeff.

      When I’d finished outlining my plans, I turned my attention outward. My senses were getting a little stronger, and it seemed like I could actually use the bodies of my minions to get a better understanding of my surroundings. The vibrations of Bertha’s footfalls told me the pathway was much as it had been when my elf had climbed the mountain trail; it was loose slate, crumbling stone, and dust. When Puck drew closer, the manic beating of his furious wings made Bertha flinch slightly. This close to her body, I could feel every movement and slight shift, despite not being able to see through the fragmented, fractal-like vision of my gem’s surface.

      We arrived at the mountaintop, and Bertha pulled me free of the pouch at my direction. I focused on the area to behold the top of the mountain. My vision was still short-ranged, but I could at least gaze across its peak while Bertha held me in her palm and panned across the landscape. It was a mostly flat section of obsidian with a smattering of other minerals in unnatural formations.

      The beginning of my empire. The beginning of my bastion. All in honor of Lilith.

      Well, at least until I found some way to conquer her and gain her powers for myself, but that was long-term.

      As much as I enjoyed the sight of the mountain’s zenith, I felt distracted. In the half-troll’s hand, the Infernal Essence swirling inside her body was potent and powerful, not like the jagged and broken terrain composing the mountain.

      I couldn’t really make out the details of the Infernal Essence living inside her. It seemed ephemeral, almost resisting closer inspection, but I focused further, and my magical sense enhanced the image. The Infernal Essence was distinct from the rest of the troll’s body, almost like a symbiote had latched onto her molecular makeup.

      The essences carried a distinct marker, too, as though their creator had stamped a signature upon their atoms. I wasn’t sure how I knew, yet I could tell these foreign minerals were sprouted from another core, a long time ago.

      When I pointed my attention beyond Bertha, I realized a similar substance existed on the mountaintop. It had merged with the very mountain itself, turning into a mingling of obsidian and something very different. Something unnatural. Something magical.

      “This is a hallowed place,” Puck commented, and I guessed he also possessed some kind of arcane sense allowing him to see the substance.

      “I feel it, too,” I transmitted to him, slipping again into our almost-comfortable form of telepathy for the first time in hours. “Did something else used to be here?”

      “Possibly,” Bertha replied. “It has been a very long time since anyone wished to step foot on Zagorath’s peak. It is said to be cursed.”

      “Cursed?” the imp questioned. “It is a place of power. Who would say it’s cursed?”

      “Someone who doesn’t want anyone coming here,” I said, my silent words cutting through the ether. Lilith had wanted me to start my dungeon on top of this mountain, and I wondered what she knew that my champions and I didn’t.

      Something rushed above me, and I extended my senses upward. I could detect a collection of large monsters flying in the air while their wings disturbed and pushed the air downward. Indistinct, dark shapes flickered at the edge of my vision, somehow tethered to the top of the mountain.

      “Tell me what you see,” I willed my minions.

      “Chained Varidus,” Bertha answered. “Their nest sits just behind the peak, but they won’t be any trouble unless antagonized. They cannot reach us because of the bonds tying them to their nest.”

      I couldn’t tell whether the bonds were organic or if someone had fastened them there intentionally. They were almost like anti-aircraft weapons, defending the top of the mountain from any kind of threat. I briefly entertained a vision of dragons bearing down on the mountaintop with adventurers upon their backs while a horde of howling bat-demons attacked the riders.

      Maybe a vision of a future event? I could certainly appreciate such a demonic horde slaying my dragon-riding foes.

      Or—perhaps these varidus could be co-opted as defenses for my own dungeon?

      They might prove useful should anyone try and assault my dungeon after I planted it. I wasn’t sure how I’d convince them to side with me, other than enthralling the entire nest. Depending on the creatures’ desires, I might even be seen as an interloper, and fighting off a horde of flying monsters would just delay my dungeon-building.  

      “They may prove an inconvenience when I plant my roots here,” my mind relayed, quashing the uneasiness that suddenly flooded the sharp-edged container of my consciousness.

      “Not at all, Master. Monsters enjoy living near dungeon cores since the residual magic slowly makes them stronger.”

      All evidence was to the contrary. Every creature, with the exception of my two champions, had wanted to take my core and use it for their own ends. Or, at the very least, they’d sought to kill my avatar. Then again, all I seemed to run into were sentient creatures. It made sense to assume there were Infernal monsters with a more animalistic, instinctual intelligence, rather than the ability to think in sentient terms.

      Planting Zagorath here would have long-lasting implications, if what I’d discovered so far remained consistent. The sentient monsters—Puck, for instance—still worshipped Lilith as a deity and had come to the sensible conclusion to side with her Viceroy. A more instinctual creature—the Chained Varidus seemed to be a case of this—would simply flock toward whatever made them stronger, helping them breed, feed, and flourish.

      Besides the sound of the varidus’ wings beating against the air, I could hear little else. The mountain was obviously devoid of life and creatures, and the minimal number of monsters we encountered on the twelve-hour journey attested to that. The presence of my dungeon would bring abundance to Shadow Crag’s monster population. It would also bring with it dungeon divers, who’d pose a bit of a problem to the natives.

      I didn’t know the extent of an adventurer’s powers, but surely there were some mages or priests who could harvest a monster’s Infernal Essence for their own ends? Or was it only dungeons and their avatars who could acquire this powerful substance? Even if that were the case, the monsters could still be used for their pelts, bones, and meats. This wasn’t Earth; this was a primitive world where an animal’s carcass was utilized right down to the last bone.

      So, adventurers profited from monsters, but what did monsters have to gain from those who hunted them? I knew my dungeon could somehow grow stronger by brutalizing adventurers; Lilith had told me that much, but I didn’t know exactly how.

      There was a whole lot of shit I’d have to figure out, and I felt I was only scratching the surface.

      Done with musing, I returned to the task at hand.

      “Place me in the center of the mountaintop,” I willed Bertha.

      She carried me tenderly, as though I was just one small bump away from fracturing. We approached a wicked spike of obsidian, the half-troll placing me on a small shelf in the stone.

      I recalled how my dungeon heart had started to eat the minerals inside Ma’s Grotto, so I extended my phantom tendrils of consciousness. Obsidian was a familiar composition of jagged, sharp, and brittle stone I hungrily feasted upon. I drew its essence toward myself, and the stone dissolved like a tablet in a glass of water.

      The substance floated toward me and filled my gem’s center. My stone heart flickered with satisfaction, but I wanted yet more. I pulled at it again, discovering something else this time. Another mineral vein raced through the small spike of volcanic material. Its form was different from obsidian—harder, less crystalline, and firmer.

      My consciousness swirled around the new material and examined it in more detail, all the way down to its molecular composition. Firmer and more rigid, sure, but once I found the smaller, thinner fault lines in the material, it fell to the pressure of my hunger and the power of my will. It was strangely pleasing, as if it was the food for my gem form. Volcanic rock had a spicy ash-ness to it, whereas the harder and more prevalent stone was more akin to freshly-baked bread.

      I had no better name for it than bread-rock, so that’s what it became. The name was a little too similar to bedrock, but at that moment, I didn’t care. My hunger was too strong, and the more I consumed, the more I wanted.

      I was almost lost in the ecstasy of this geo-feast, and I had to force myself to slow down. I figured all dungeon realms could consume earth in this manner to carve out their dungeons, but would they all have this insatiable hunger? My Tainted Elf had a preternatural thirst for chaos and blood; was my own dungeon the same? We were both created by the Infernal Goddess, so it made sense. Like the monsters of this realm I had met so far, we consumed, destroyed, and took what we wanted. We drove the dark tendrils of our power into others.

      Damn, I loved being an Infernal Dungeon core.

      By now, my dungeon had only extended about half a foot downward. The obsidian spire had already collapsed inside of itself and turned to pure physical essence. My core had absorbed every last speck, my many sides now glowing.

      
        
        Zagorath Harvested Essence

        +10 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      The air stirred above my tiny dungeon and carried with it an aroma of delicious ash and a hint of sulfur or brimstone. I felt a vibration as my jewelled form fell into the hole I’d excavated.

      Something had changed. Sensations lingered now; it wasn’t simply centered around my gem. Now, the feelings were where the stone had been a moment before, the square hole I’d excavated now coming to form a part of my consciousness. I could feel it, as if it were some kind of limb. Somehow, after making a decision to finally be placed somewhere—rather than just being thrown around on the whims of fate—I’d taken on something else. A new sense.

      I had finally become a dungeon, rather than just a core.

      I dug into the ground with gusto, mentally grinning to myself. This was the same as any kind of building game I’d ever played back home. Gathering resources and adding to my own power. There was no inventory, just the sensation of stuffing myself with nutrients. I would carve out a mountain, make space for a dungeon of my own design, and increase my power.

      The Physical Essence circled inside my refractive scarlet faces alongside the Infernal Essence I’d purloined from the corpses of the imps. The two substances never merged or collided but simply pursued the other as though they were playing a game of tag. I then perceived a third substance inside my core. It was very similar to the Infernal Essence, which is why I hadn’t noticed it at first. It seemed incredibly familiar, and upon closer inspection, I saw a hint of silver. It was a familiar color, one I had seen marking Von Dominus’ irises.

      Was this form of Infernal Essence my avatar?

      I banked the question for later as my hunger to consume the mountain returned, and I gave into the desire anew.

      I already had a blueprint for my dungeon’s first room in my mind, and I set about carving it out of the mountaintop. As I moved, the more I consumed, the further my senses expanded. My range of mind-sense seemed to grow the further I burrowed down into the mountain’s peak. I could perceive the obsidian—the firmer, less igneous stone—and how it crossed in and around itself. It was like some kind of massed, knotted fist of minerals jutting out from the earth itself.

      I carved out a forty-five-degree incline into the top of the mountain, but just as I was starting on the antechamber to Zagorath, my consciousness restricted. My shining gem dulled, and I tried to push out further. My mental tendrils found nothing there but fog, and my jewel clouded further.

      I couldn’t consume any more Physical Essence now; as much as I tried to reach out for the delicious rocks that contained it, my jewel drew a blank.

      It took me a moment to realize I was full. Whatever I’d thought I could do, even my Infernal Dungeon core had limits. I couldn’t just eat the entire mountain in twenty seconds.

      Fuck. Something else to add to the list: make my core able to eat more.

      The tunnel I’d eked out of the ground was completely a part of me, and I could feel it as easily as it if were an arm. It dropped 20 feet to a rectangular room 30 feet high, almost 100 feet long, and 50 feet wide. It was a relatively small room, but it was my very first dungeon floor.

      My jewel was still submerged in the rock at the top of the tunnel, hidden from watchful eyes—well, hidden from everything except my two champions. I’d been too busy excavating to notice whether they’d followed my core’s progress, but they were now standing in the darkness of my dungeon’s floor. From their current startled expressions, I knew they’d seen everything. What would it have looked like through their eyes? A mountain fading away, its dust absorbed by a single jewel small enough to fit in a half-troll’s palm?

      The questions rattled through my mind as I gazed upon them, and I realized I was seeing them completely for the first time from within my jewel. My senses as a dungeon core were clearer than they’d ever been. Even in core form and surrounded in practical pitch darkness, I could see Bertha and Puck as clearly—if not more clearly—than I could with Von Dominus’ elf-eyes.

      Puck hovered around her head, and from the snappish comments she was exchanging with his constant stream of blabber, I could tell he’d been doing nothing but irritating her. Imps and trolls didn’t seem to have a lot of love for each other.

      I reached out with my mind to talk with them, and I no longer had to screen out the dull and distant white noise that came with the thoughts of the creatures outside of my jewel’s constricted senses.

      “Master,” Puck said aloud, “So, you’ve returned to us.”

      “I was absorbed in my work.”

      “This creature hasn’t stopped talking since you started to expand your dungeon,” Bertha said as she nodded at the imp.

      “Puck…”

      “Forgive my impertinence, Master.” The imp flapped up the tunnel toward my core, “This troll is simply intolerable. She has no appreciation for wit, banter, or bartering. What’s an imp to do while you carry out your destiny? Sit still? Wait?”

      “Sleep?” I suggested. “Not irritate the troll that can tear you in half?”

      Puck muttered something uncomplimentary about Bertha, and I had neither the will nor the patience to decipher it.

      “I want a safer place for my core. Puck, bring me to the bottom of the tunnel.”

      The imp gripped my sides in his claws and peeled me from the earth. The stone released me, and Puck took me to the room beneath the tunnel. I would probably have to carve out a separate room to hide me from adventurers entering my depths, but I couldn’t consume any more Physical Essence for the moment. I wondered whether it would take time for my jewel to digest the substance or whether it functioned according to a 24-hour timer like my avatar?

      I didn’t want to simply wait around to find out, so I took the time to examine Puck’s essence like I’d done with Bertha. I had been in the half-troll’s palm when I’d studied the substance inside her, but Puck was inside my dungeon now, and my consciousness was amplified by the space I’d carved out. I could see every individual essence inside him. They totaled 150, the same amount I’d gained from killing the other Infernal Imps. I turned to Bertha and counted the microscopic spheres of essence inside her. She possessed 180 of them, twenty fewer than her brother, Jeff.

      The essence inside their forms was far more familiar than the raw Infernal Essence fighting for room among my core’s own Physical Essence. It was identical to the essence of Von Dominus lingering inside my jewel.

      I suddenly got an idea, and I attempted to reach out to Puck to absorb him, in the same manner as I’d done with Von Dominus a handful of times before. He snapped his neck toward me and grimaced, but didn’t dissipate like my avatar normally did. I felt the same dullness as when I’d tried to consume Physical Essence after becoming full, and I realized that my core was too overflowing with essences to take in my imp champion.

      At least I knew now that I could pull him inside my jewel and summon him again when necessary, as long as I hadn’t overeaten a metric tonne of rock.

      It wasn’t just my champions that my new consciousness could see better, but everything within my lair. The walls, the floor, and even the dust mites floating through the air were crystal clear. I knew it all with total and complete knowledge. It was a deeper knowledge than I’d ever known in my own body back on Earth. I knew this dungeon as though each atom had its own sensations. I could feel the pressure of Bertha’s feet beneath me while Puck’s wings sent air billowing against my walls. When the imp fluttered to the ground and dug his talons into the earth, I could feel that, too. It wasn’t a painful sensation, merely an awareness.

      Total awareness.

      I focused on sending Puck a message. “Puck, scout the entrance of my dungeon. See to it that the Varidus aren’t a threat, and that no-one has noticed my work here.” I considered how sharp I’d been with him and softened my tone somewhat. “You’re the smallest and the fastest of all of us. Be thorough, quiet, and report back when I call for you.”

      Finally, with something to do, Puck nodded enthusiastically. “Whatever pleases the Master!”

      He shot up the tunnel I’d built and out into the darkness beyond. I could still sense his consciousness as he muttered to himself. His words were brimming with happiness and energy, but I was too distracted to actually make out their meanings.

      Bertha’s grateful smile had captured my attention now, and I longed to be back in my elvish avatar so I could take her to me. I saw a wistful glance cross her face, guessing she felt the same. Although she was under my dominion, I had developed feelings for her. I’d known her little more than a day but fucking and fighting made the heart grow fonder like nothing else.

      The half-troll settled down against the very end of the room and crossed her powerful legs before adopting a meditative position. I guessed the pose was something from her warrior’s training, making me think I’d gotten the wrong idea about her. Originally, I’d thought her the Infernal version of a berserker or barbarian, but her rage was almost non-existent outside battle. She was more like a warrior-monk who could command her emotions to greater effect, and anger worked well in battle.

      She closed her eyes and flared her nostrils while she held her palms upright. She was either praying or taking some personal downtime, and I didn’t want to bother her in either case.

      Satisfied my champions were occupied, I turned my attention back to the smooth tunnel, the entrance to Zagorath. So far, it was just a smooth and sharp incline into more solid stone. I stretched my mind out to the floor of the tunnel and considered it.

      Stray adventurers needed a grand entrance before their messy demise, right? I caught hold of the Physical Essence within myself, but instead of drawing it inside myself, I pushed it out and away from my gem. My movements were gentle as I guided one Physical Essence at a time to see what would happen.

      The essence seemed to flow directly into the room itself, making the walls, ground, and the very air vibrate with energy. My sloping entrance tunnel seemed to hum and bounce as though excited. Its formerly hard stone surface became softer, more malleable.

      Excited to further test my abilities, I channeled the Physical Essence into the mouth of the tunnel. With a series of mental movements, I moulded the entrance like it was made of clay. After a moment, the smooth and sharp decline had its first stair—a polished black obsidian shelf.

      Could I only use obsidian?

      I visualized the other stone I’d consumed, concentrating on its molecular components, its taste, and the general feeling of its form. This time when I channeled the Physical Essence, my dungeon produced its second stair. A duller and less light-catching shelf formed directly beneath the first.

      Interesting mechanics, Lilith.

      I could feel the pressure on my jewel lessening after creating these two stairs. Obviously, I was still nearing full capacity, but an idea of the numbers I was using would be useful. With a thought, I brought up my essence tally.

      

      
        
        Current Physical Essence: 9,850 / 10,000

      

      

      

      My jewel flickered with excitement, and I wished I had a mouth, so I could grin. My dungeon was fairly rudimentary, but I was just getting started and had a whole lot of essence to burn.
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      Ralph Kraus adjusted the noose until the coil was tight and the loop would fit over his head. He shaded his eyes from the pouring rain and peered up at the tree. It was leafless and skeletal with bone-white branches that almost look like gnarled fingers, a typical plant for the Hag Pines. Ralph would need to wrap his legs and arms around the trunk and slide a dozen feet before he could reach the lowest overhanging branch. His hands would slip from the wet, so the task would be difficult.

      “To think dying would really be this hard,” he muttered.

      “You can do it!” the blacksmith’s wife cried out.

      A few villagers had gathered around the tree to witness Ralph end his life, and they spectated with eagerness. It was the highest level of social engagement he’d had from any of them since his mother had died. He hadn’t thought his actions would draw a crowd, but then, so little happened in the town when the militia was away on an expedition.

      The townsfolk were probably ecstatic that Ralph had decided to take his own life; they all believed him cursed, and by extension, that his poor luck had affected the town. None were brave enough to actually kill him, but the subject had been debated a number of times in the town hall. Ralph had almost wished those meetings had concluded differently, and that someone would be chosen as his executioner.

      Yet the act of execution had fallen upon his shoulders. The orphaned stableboy.

      Every day for all of his nineteen years, he’d shoveled dung from the stables without an ounce of gratitude.

      But that was all over now. This was it. His last day in this godforsaken world.

      He didn’t feel peace; all he felt was anger toward Lilith, the Goddess of Darkness.

      Mother had promised Ralph that he would not remain for all his life in Cothslar, this small town on the outskirts of Hag Pines. She had promised that one day his true destiny would be revealed, and he would be taken far away from this little place.

      In secret, he watched the militia train and took notes, so he could retreat to the stable and practice the art of swordplay—all in the hopes of one day fighting alongside them against the demonic scourge. Mother had sworn he wouldn’t remain a stablehand but would one day become a savior of his people.

      Then Mother had died.

      Ralph had continued hauling shit while the rest of the townsfolk treated him as cursed because of his orphaned state. He forsook the sword and shield for a permanent shovel while he considered how bad things had gotten.

      Eventually, things all became too much, and Ralph stole a length of rope from the stable and ventured to the boundary between Cothslar and Hag Pines.

      “I’ve brought you something.” A voice broke Ralph from his musings.

      Ralph looked at a farmer who held a ladder in the crook of his arm.

      “Thought you might need this,” the farmer said as he set the ladder beneath the tree.

      “Much obliged.” Ralph gave the man a grim smile and before climbing the steps. With each step, a hefty weight was lifted from Ralph’s shoulders. He didn’t know whether the gods spoke truly about an afterlife, but he’d have preferred anything to his current mundane existence.

      “I seek the chosen one!” an elderly voice cried out from down the muddy road. A gangly figure sprinted toward the gathered townsfolk, the mud kicking up beneath his feet. He held his robes in a single hand, so the mud wouldn’t slop over them.

      The townsfolk stared at the newcomer with wide eyes, and Ralph paused his ascent to watch.

      “His name is Ralph,” the robed man said between gasps.

      “Ralph?” a shepherd said. “That’s him up there. He’s trying to off himself.”

      “Get down from there at once!” the robed man commanded. He slammed the butt of his staff into the mud, and the globe cradled at the top burst with crimson light.

      Ralph stared at the bearded man for a few seconds, unsure why this robed man with apparently magical powers knew his name. The man’s robes were filthy and spotted with scorch marks, but the clouds parted to allow the sunlight to touch an emblem on his right breast: a winged demoness with lips the color of blood.

      This man was a priest of Lilith.

      Mother had been right.

      Although the clouds shifted to shroud the sun again, a darkness lifted from Ralph. Hope stirred in his stomach like a warm broth, and his feet padded down the ladder’s steps to the ground. His boots squelched in the mud as he approached the newcomer.

      “I am Ralph.” He held out a hand, and the robed man shook it vigorously.

      “It seems I came at just the right time. I am Alaxon, priest of Lilith.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Ralph wasn’t sure what to say next. He had waited for this moment for years, and now it had finally come.

      The townsfolk turned away from the spectacle and filtered back into the town, their entertainment spoiled by the priest’s arrival.

      “We should get out of the rain,” Alaxon said. “Perhaps you can show me to your home?”

      Ralph took the priest to the stables and offered an apology for the mess.

      “No matter,” Alaxon said. “I didn’t expect much. The lads I pick up are often living in disheveled states. I apologize for not coming sooner; I was tied up with another quest for a few years. I thought he was the chosen one, but his head was crushed by an iron golem. Popped just like a watermelon.” The priest looked down at his robes and flicked a bit of dirt away. Ralph’s insides churned when he recognized it as brain matter. “But you are another chosen one, Ralph. I’ve foreseen your ascendancy in the formations of my mutton stew.”

      “Mutton stew?”

      “Indeed,” the priest laid his staff down and hiked up his robes to sit on a wooden crate. “My premonitions often occur in the bowls of my food.”

      Ralph glanced at the noose he’d discarded on the floor and wondered whether he’d made a mistake. But he wasn’t sure; this priest might be crazy, but he’d known Ralph’s name, so maybe he did have magical gifts.

      “How did you know my name?”

      “Ah, yes, I asked one of the townsfolk where everyone had gotten to. They said the stablehand was finally doing a good deed and removing the curse. I inquired as to the method of this curse removal, and then discovered you were going to hang yourself. I had to ask a dozen different people, but eventually I discovered your name. I wasn’t exactly sure you were the one I sought, but when I saw you up there on top of that ladder, noose in hand, I knew for certain.”

      There were stories about old men who adopted robes, grew lengthy white beards, and spouted divine prophecies they’d cooked up inside their heads. These same men took advantage of hopeful youths, much like Ralph, and the end result never boded well.

      But anything was better than remaining in Cothslar. The only reason Ralph had never attempted to leave was that he held onto the belief that maybe his mother had been right. He wasn’t sure Mother had predicted the arrival of Alaxon, but there was no reason not to pretend for a little while. The noose would always be there if he wanted to end things another time.

      “Well, what did you have in mind?” Ralph asked the priest.

      “An epic quest, of course! But first you must grow stronger. There exists an enchanted weapon called the Dark Reaper. It lies not far from here, embedded within the earth. A noble and pure soul can remove it.”

      Ralph couldn’t stop the smile from pulling at his lips. “This is almost too much to believe.”

      “Believe it, boy. You’re the chosen one!”

      The words made Ralph beam, and he went to work preparing a broth with dried meat and cabbage. The priest wolfed down the meal, but Ralph could hardly eat. He was too excited by the prospect of becoming what Mother had always intended for him. He was a little nervous about drawing the sword, but he was still a virgin, so he’d passed the purity test. Nobility, on the other hand, might be a little harder, but Mother had always called him a noble soul.

      Alaxon placed the empty bowl on the floor and stood. “I have something I must do before we retrieve the Dark Reaper. I will return as soon as I’m done.” He moved to leave the stable and shot Ralph a smile. “Have courage, boy. You are the chosen one!”

      As the priest pushed open the door, his robes parted for a moment, and Ralph caught sight of the end of a rusty blade with distinct metalwork running down the middle.

      The weapon stuck in Ralph’s memory because when the priest returned and together they went into Hag Pines, that very same sword was embedded in the ground beneath a copse of elm trees. Runes glistened in the hilt’s crossguard, and the pommel was fashioned with a clouded ruby. The blade itself was a little rusty, but the metal was black as though carved from one resembling obsidian. It was impossible to tell the length since the lower part of the blade was buried in the earth.

      With confidence he’d be able to draw the sword, Ralph wrapped his hands around the pommel and removed the blade from the soil. The metal thrummed inside his palm, as though magical power pulsed within the weapon.

      “The Dark Reaper has proved you worthy to wield it,” Alaxon said.

      Ralph shot the priest a questioning glance as he turned the weapon over in his hand. “You said it’s magical. I can feel something as I hold it.”

      “Correct. It has two Infernal seals bonded to it. They grant the wielder power unlike anything you’ve ever seen, lad.”

      “How do I activate this power? Do I utter a phrase? An invocation of Lilith?”

      “No,” Alaxon said. “I’m afraid you must go through yet another trial to use the blade to its full capacity.”

      “I’ll do anything,” Ralph said as his excitement started to bubble over.

      “Do you like pain, Ralph?” Alaxon stalked around Ralph like a panther.

      “I can’t say I enjoy it, but like I said, I’m willing to—” Ralph howled as the priest tore his tunic from behind. The fabric shredded in two, and a sharp nail carved down Ralph’s spine. With the sword gripped in two hands, Ralph whirled around and almost cleaved the priest in half.

      “Aye! Don’t you swing that sword at me, lad. This is required. I’m about to give you a magical branding that will unlock the power of all enchantments. You will be capable of harvesting the very essence of Lilith’s monsters to increase your own power.”

      “Hmm . . .” Ralph considered the priest’s words for a second before lowering the sword. “Do as you wish.”

      Alaxon continued slicing through flesh with his finger, and Ralph winced as the priest poured a substance from a vial into the wounds. Pain unlike he’d ever known lanced through him and blurred his vision, but when the process was complete, he felt like a new man. Power ignited his veins like demonfire, the sword’s grip burning in his palms when he lifted the weapon. He could see the magic now, a blackness writhing around the blade like hell-forged serpents.

      “I have given you a branding that marks the bodies of all adventurers,” Alaxon announced.

      “Adventurer?”

      “Yes, my boy. You are now an adventurer, of a sort. At least, you bear the mark of one. There aren’t very many left in the Infernal Realm. Perhaps none. Mostly pirates, raiders, and other folk of ill repute. In fact, I once found myself in the service of one. A nasty warlord. Not the kind you want to meet. Forced me to perform this same ceremony on his army, he did.”

      “An adventurer?” Ralph repeated, heedless of the priest’s words.

      “Aye. You’ll have to learn to listen. There’s a serious quest we must complete. I have heard a new dungeon has formed at the peak of Shadow Crag. It is in its infantile stages, and together we can conquer it.”

      At that point, Ralph no longer cared whether the priest had spoken truthfully about the prophecy in his stew, or whether this weapon could only be drawn by a pure and noble spirit. He had a magical weapon in his hand and would be leaving Cothslar for more interesting pastures.

      The priest and the stableboy ventured back through the town, and the people barely paid them a second glance. Those who caught sight of the blade at Ralph’s side gaped at his new acquisition, and he couldn’t help but smile at his good fortune. Ralph imagined the entire town would celebrate when it became apparent he wouldn’t be returning, and the curse was lifted. He shook the dust from his feet as they passed the wooden fortifications.

      They journeyed into the outskirts of the Black Sands, the scorched desert stretching from Cothslar to Shadow Crag. Although they they mostly avoided encounters with the beasts and monsters lurking in the area, a sulfur gnome followed them most of the way, and it showed itself on the third day.

      Ralph charged the enemy while it was still unaware it had been caught. The Dark Reaper whistled as it passed through the air, and the gnome’s head toppled from its shoulders.

      More gnomes leaped from the sand dunes, almost materializing out of thin air. Ralph twisted away from their serrated knives and recalled the swordforms he’d practiced inside the stable. But he didn’t need to think; the Dark Reaper commanded his limbs as though it had taken full control of his body.

      Ralph’s movements were fluid, like the wind flowing through the leaves of an elm tree. He was also fast, his mind having trouble keeping up with the speed of his limbs. It took a little getting used to, but within minutes, he was able to think as fast as his body moved. The Dark Reaper sliced through the gnome ranks, and their blood splattered against Ralph’s tattered tunic. He planted his foot on a gnome’s chest and kicked it backward before delivering an upward swing that tore the creature in half.

      When the final gnome died, a cloud of black specks drifted from the corpses and siphoned into Ralph’s tattoo.

      “You are growing in power,” Alaxon said. “You will one day rule the world, my boy. The potatoes in my stew foretold it!”

      The old priest seemed unable to speak to Ralph without mentioning a great destiny or the things he’d seen in his stew. As much as Ralph wanted to believe he was chosen by Lilith, the theory was growing increasingly hard to swallow. The power he could wield with this sword, however, meant he didn’t care whether he was actually chosen by Lilith for great things. The sword alone was more than enough. It gave him direction, a purpose in life.

      Power.

      Ralph pilfered the gnome corpses for anything he could use, but none of the armor pieces were large enough for him, and the weapons were useless while he carried the Dark Reaper. After a little more searching, they found a cache where the sulfur gnomes stored their treasure, and Ralph took a leather breastplate, greaves, and segmented shoulder plates. They were the first pieces of armor he’d ever owned, and they only took a few minor adjustments of the straps and buckles until they fitted him perfectly.

      When they began their journey again, Alaxon explained how to harness the magical energy gained from the kills. It was called Infernal Essence, and through his bond with the Dark Reaper, Ralph could turn it into powerful abilities. With the enchanted tattoo, he’d become an adventurer, dedicated to Lilith. Apparently, the dungeons and adventurers both served the dark goddess by their eternal conflict. For so many years, both parties had lain dormant, but Alaxon explained that a new age had come, and the eternal battle had begun against in earnest.

      It was an interesting legend, and Ralph wasn’t sure he believed it, but it served him now. Much had changed since that morning when he’d attempted to hang himself, and it was only the beginning of his path as an adventurer.
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      I barely noticed Bertha’s eyes widen as I excitedly hooked into my new project. I could only consume so much essence at once, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t manipulate the raw essence inside me to improve how my dungeon looked and operated.

      My gaming experience had always been fighting, leveling up, killing monsters, and raiding places. I’d never thought that building my own could be so exhilarating.

      My gem hummed again as I blasted essence into the slope in the entrance tunnel. The reflective surface of obsidian looked darker and more foreboding, so I unloaded the juice I’d sapped from the mountain and formed a huge set of stairs. The staircase was impressively broad and would suit all kinds of feet—troll, human, elf, whatever.

      I turned my attention to the tunnel’s entrance where I’d first begun my excavation process. Around the area where the small obsidian spire once rested, I drew the malleable edges of my dungeon upward, forming a simple archway with glossy obsidian. I wanted to fashion skulls into the stone, but my stone manipulation still wouldn’t allow for anything except simple geometric shapes. Would I be able to create more intricate and detailed masonry with more practice? I really hoped so because while my archway was a satisfactory entrance, it didn’t quite communicate the atmosphere of ‘doom and gloom’ I wanted adventurers to feel when they passed beneath.

      My essence counter dropped significantly after I completed the artwork, and I guessed more detailed structures cost more resources.

      Good to know.

      I couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but I channeled every last atom of Physical Essence out of my jewel and emptied my reserves to create the best possible entrance tunnel. The walls started to gleam with the polished surface of obsidian, and I fashioned stalactites into the ceiling. I wasn’t sure I could make them plummet with a mental command and impale an adventurer or two, but at least they looked cool. I added the same spikes to the archway to give the effect of bleeding thorns jutting out from the glistening black stone. It was suitable detailing for what I could manage with my low skill level.

      My dungeon wasn’t much, and I wanted something much grander and more imposing, but it was definitely more than a hole in the ground. An archway of glistening black stone.

      I retracted my consciousness from the entrance but could still feel it at the back of my mind. The wind battered the mountaintop and caressed my new design. It almost tickled.

      Now that my gem was depleted of Physical Essence, I turned my attention to the antechamber at the end of the tunnel. I needed cavernous spaces, traps, pools of boiling lava, gargoyles with glowing red eyes and blood dripping from demonic eye sockets, all set into the walls.

      I felt an evil overlord chuckle ringing through my gem’s surface.

      Zagorath was finally beginning. Lilith’s plan for me was in its early stages of fruition.

      Bertha shifted from her meditative posture when I greedily ate away at the walls behind her. I divided the obsidian from the regular stone, then worked on hollowing out a space as my facets flooded with more essence.

      Time didn’t seem to have any kind of measure—I was enjoying myself too much. I made sure to keep an eye on my essence-counter this time, and before long, the size of my original chamber increased substantially. It was now thirty feet high, almost 200 feet long, and 100 feet wide. A large empty space, sure, but I would section it off into separate chambers and fill it with dungeon goodies eventually.

      I polished the floor to a glassy sheen until it looked like black marble streaked with veins, and I did the same to the walls. While finishing the final wall, my core detected an entirely different substance—something sweet and irresistible ignited my hunger like never before. I attacked the wall instinctively, ignoring the polishing I’d done on the surface.

      I only got through the first foot and a half of rock before it gave way to a small alcove. It didn’t look like a natural pocket of air, so I guessed it had been dug out centuries ago. Maybe even millennia. Faint circles were imprinted on the wall, and extending my core’s senses revealed them to be magical seals. They were too faded by time for me to examine closely, and my core could only pick up partial lines of individual symbols.

      This had been a magical chamber of some sort, maybe a place of arcane rituals. Was this part of the reason why the trolls thought the mountain’s peak was cursed? If this had once been a place of power, then it explained the chained varidus outside that functioned as aerial defenses. Was it a palace, or a fortress of some kind?

      Then it dawned on me.

      The reason why Lilith wanted me to plant my core in this place became so very clear.

      This room was the remnant of a previous dungeon.

      My theory was further confirmed when I expanded out and found something utterly alien to the obsidian and bread-rock I’d been melting down and reforging. It was almost completely buried beneath rubble, and I consumed a little of the debris to reveal a smooth, curving, metal structure.

      I let my consciousness swirl around the thing, the floor, and the roof above it. The walls of this new chamber were now a part of my dungeon, and I could perceive them with total awareness. I manipulated them until they were smooth and structured, just like I’d done to the antechamber of Zagorath.

      Another core had carved out this space some millennia ago. But what was this object that defied my attempt at decomposition?

      “What is it?” Bertha asked after wandering over to the newly discovered room. She was staring at the tiny fraction of the object visible above the rubble, her mouth agape.

      I responded to her through MindSpeak.

      “This is the reason why your people made up those legends of a cursed magic peak. I think it’s something a previous dungeon left behind.”

      “That explains a lot,” she relayed back. “There are many strange rooms throughout the mountain, and we were always warned off them with similar tales of curses and hexes.”

      “This object could help my dungeon progress. I need to understand it,” I added.

      I tried to absorb it, but it was too difficult. The complexity of its composition prevented me from consuming the object. I simply didn’t understand enough about it, and didn’t know how to break the material’s internal tightness.

      As I ate away at the rock burying the structure, I started to apprehend it. It looked like a demonic hand of black metal with clawed fingers grasping at something that should have been between them. The hand’s craftsmanship was intricate, comprised of many tightly-bonded materials—too much detail and complexity for my core to handle. Even my total knowledge of everything inside my dungeon couldn’t quite manage this structure.

      It was arcane and powerful, that was for sure.

      But what did it do?

      Why was it here?

      I asked Bertha those same questions, and all she could offer was a shrug. She was clearly out of her element, so I didn’t begrudge her ignorance. The half-troll returned to the antechamber and resumed her meditative position.

      I wasn’t happy with leaving those questions unanswered, so took in as much as possible of the surface, before finding something on the insides of the fingers. Writing. It was alien to me, and unlike any script I’d seen back on Earth. The design looked similar to the magical seals imprinted to the cable cars leading to the mountaintop.

      This thing was powered by Infernal Essence. Maybe I could give it a whirl? I ran through the worst possible scenario in my head, imagining the demonic hand coming to life, crushing my jewel in its palm, and reducing me to dust. The more positive scenarios, however, were endless, and I’d always considered myself a risk-taker.

      Before, I’d been able to push the arcane energy into the cable car as Von Dominus. How much more capable was I in my gem form, all gorged on the stuff?

      I checked my Infernal Essence stats again.

      

      
        
        Current Infernal Essence Total: 1,037

      

      

      

      Then I pushed the energy into the complex demonic structure until it wouldn’t take anymore. It flared with boiling crimson light, and I felt Bertha suddenly break free of her meditation and sprint toward my core. Although my consciousness was still in the alcove, I could feel her callused hands snatch up my jewel.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “I’m unharmed. I just activated the object,” I messaged her.

      “You believe it safe?”

      “I’m not really sure. I think it’s powerful, and I wanted to test it.”

      Yeah, maybe it was a little stupid trying to take the mysterious object of great power for a spin…

      A fluttering of wings disturbing the air within my entrance told me Puck had returned. Good. Maybe he had some idea of what this thing was. I didn’t know anything aside from the fact it fed on Infernal Essence. It’d eaten up almost half of it but hadn’t done anything else.

      “Master!” the imp declared after he flew into the alcove. “You’ve found a soul forge!”

      “Explain?” I asked silently, forcing myself to curb my enthusiasm.

      The name sounded like the perfect upgrade, the perfect addition to Zagorath. I remembered soul forges were mentioned in the Infernal Champion class, but I still had no idea what they did. The name soul forge sure sounded important, though.

      I checked my timer for Von Dominus and found he’d been ready to spawn for a while now. After the all-pervading consciousness of the dungeon and the spaces within it, I almost felt loath to leave my jewel, but it’d make conversing easier.

      I spawned the elf and slipped into his consciousness.

      Bertha smiled at my avatar form. The lustful curl of her lips was already telling me she’d been waiting a while for Von Dominus to show up. Puck did a weird bowing-flying-dancing routine that didn’t make any kind of sense to me, but my heart swelled with warmth for a minute. Here I was, finally. Things felt right. My champions were by my side, and the beginning of a dungeon stood at my back.

      And I had an ancient relic of a bygone dungeon glowing in front of me. With the simpler sight of my elf, I stared at the glowing machine; I couldn’t describe it as anything other than that. It didn’t have the aesthetics of what might exist in a steampunk world—there were no mental cogs or steam-powered engines. It wasn’t quite modern either since it bore no digital screens or microchips.

      Describing a clawed hand made of metal as a machine might have sounded inaccurate, but I got the feeling it had been constructed with the singular purpose of multiple parts working together to perform a particular task. I’d memorized the definition of ‘machines’ while I was the marketing rep for a startup company, and it had stuck.

      “The soul forge,” I said to Puck. “Explain it.”

      “This is Lilith’s womb!” The imp almost had an aneurysm in his excitement.

      Bertha leaned against the entrance of the small chamber, my jewel glowing between her fingers as she watched us. She seemed happy to let Puck take the lead. Damn imp was cannoning around the small chamber so hard that he looked like he was going to explode from happiness.

      “The origin of all life for Infernal creatures,” he said. “The dark goddess must have left it here for her Viceroy, so he may conquer all of Shadow Crag.”

      Well, I doubted Lilith had buried the soul forge beneath the mountaintop for me to find. It was more likely she’d led me to the graveyard of an ancient dungeon.

      I looked to Bertha, whose mouth had turned into a massive grin. She gave a half-shrug and nodded at Puck. “Calm down, cretin, and explain it to Master properly.”

      The imp halted, his wings beating furiously, and beamed at me. “Your creatures, Master! I have only heard tell of the legends. My tribe holds them to be true.”

      “What legends?” I asked.

      “The soul forge is where all life for Infernal creatures originates.”

      “From a single object?”

      “No, there are many forges. Or at least there were. And you have found one! Master, you are most excellent.”

      “I appreciate the praise, but you’re not telling me how to work the thing.”

      “I am afraid I do not know that, Master. What I do know is that the goddess presented dungeons with soul forges, and through these objects, monsters were born. We were a gift to the dungeons, and when their power grew, so did our numbers. We spread far and wide, to grow in power and serve the will of Lilith.”

      “That’s quite the bit of lore,” I said. “Still doesn’t tell me how to use a soul forge. I’m lost.”

      Puck’s mouth snapped shut, and he descended upon the object. His claws traced the outlines of the runes, and the forge flickered in response every time the imp got close to it. The machine was hungry for Infernal Essence, that much was obvious.

      Did it want to feed on Puck? Would presenting the imp to the forge allow me to summon more minions?

      It was a diabolical scheme. Did I really have what it took to sacrifice a creature who’d given his life in service to me? All for an experiment that might not even prove successful?

      Puck was a dungeon champion, and one of only a handful of sentient creatures I’d met so far in this world. Killing him for an experiment was a stupid idea. Besides, I already had the Infernal Essence of dozens of creatures inside my jewel, and even that hadn’t been enough to fuel the forge.

      The method of ‘turning on’ the soul forge was lost to me, at least for now.

      But at least it was something. Something that would send my dungeon’s progression into hyperdrive if I could only figure it out.

      Despite the slight disappointment, a grin pulled at my lips as I walked into the center of the polished antechamber.

      “Zagorath,” I breathed. “Thank you, Lilith.”

      It was mine. It was the beginning of my empire.

      And it could only grow larger and more beautiful from here. I could forge the Sinarius Realms anew, bathe them in blood and darkness and the glory of the beautiful demon goddess who had given me divine power.

      “Oh, but there is something else, Master,” Puck said. “I would have mentioned it before, but I was so taken by the soul forge. It is the greatest relic mentioned in all my legends, you see, and I—”

      “What do you have to tell me?” I cut him off.

      “I spotted a troll while I was scouting. He is ascending the mountain path. I was not sure whether he was the one you feared would pursue you.”

      “Did he bear the mark of the sand pirates?” Bertha asked.

      “Marks?” Puck wilted from the sudden interrogation.

      “A tattoo on his back,” the half-troll said. “Looks like a blood-red crescent moon.”

      “Ah, I do not remember. Possibly. He had a hideous scar crossing his right eye. That’s all I know.”

      “Gavin,” Bertha said with a nod. “It has to be. I attempted to hide our tracks, but he is an expert hunter who worked with the Sand Pirates. He will have no trouble finding us here.”

      “Then we’ll prepare our dungeon for its first diver,” I said with a smile.

      I could hardly wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Master, I am unable to express my sorrow for having vexed you,” Puck said as he flew above my jewel.

      “Well, I’m not angry,” I said. “I probably should be since you ought to have mentioned Gavin as soon as you returned. Honestly, I’m too damned excited to be mad with you.”

      “Excited? Oh, yes! You are a dungeon, so you’ll be wanting to destroy anyone who enters your gates. Well, you don’t yet have gates, of course, but I am speaking in a metaphor, you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      Puck was starting to get on my nerves, and I was wondering whether it might have been a good idea to sacrifice him to the soul forge. Maybe he’d become less annoying after he evolved into a stronger creature.

      “You’ve found a soul forge!” the imp yelled. “You can overwhelm him with sheer numbers. We won’t even have to fight him.”

      I gritted my teeth, and my fangs curled against my skin. The soul forge wasn’t working yet, and unless I missed my guess, it needed something other than Infernal Essence, something more than I currently had to even start it up. Sure, it was a glowing monstrosity that looked a little intimidating, but I doubted Gavin would be deterred by a hunk of metal that didn’t do much except shine brightly.

      The way Bertha now gripped her poleaxe like she was trying her damnedest to strangle it wasn’t encouraging either. Chances were, Gavin had all the intelligence of Bertha’s mother, and was far more dangerous than Jeff had been. He was the patriarch of the troll’s family, and a Sand Pirate to boot. I hadn’t encountered the band of pirates before, but the way Bertha said their name suggested they were hardened warriors.

      I reached out with my consciousness to the jewel. In a second, I felt my being whirl back inside the now-familiar jewelled surface. But I was more than that, now. I was every inch of this dungeon. I was every step, every curve of the ceiling, every inch of the floor. I was a living, breathing, Infernal death-trap. Except—I hadn’t actually made any traps yet.

      My elvish avatar had only spent a little over ten minutes outside my jewel, so he had fifty minutes to deal with the troll. I planned on using the most efficient method of taking care of Gavin, which meant enthralling him. I could probably force him to throw himself into a trap, but I had yet to design one. Quickly, I cast my mind over ideas, instantly settling upon the best option, the only ability I’d seen when Lilith had infused my soul with this jewel.

      The humble Spring Trap.

      Its structure and its composition were already in my mind. The trap was a simple, reflex-based mechanism built into a flat surface. Razor-sharp points would spring reflexively out of the upper layer, puncturing any creature unfortunate enough to trigger it. I hadn’t seen Gavin, but if he was anything like I’d come to expect from Jeff or Bertha’s mother, he was a stony mass of Infernal Essence. He probably wielded a weapon the size of a skyscraper or something.

      Before I jumped straight into building a Spring Trap, I needed a backup plan in case the first failed. If I was somehow unable to enthrall Gavin, then a second tactic would have to come into play. I glanced around my dungeon to assess what else might be useful. Keeping the entrance tunnel sensitive to any disturbances in the air around it, I cast my mind over my dungeon. There wasn’t a single object here that would help against an intruder.

      Something occurred to me when my senses drifted over the soul forge, and I realized I could use it as a distraction. As my senses washed over Bertha, I also realized she’d be incredibly useful. She was the one who could most closely match Gavin in close combat. Puck, with mobility and shadow-spheres, could slow him down and distract him. Then Bertha could either kill him or draw him to my trap, and that would probably enough to bring the huge troll down.

      It had to be. I couldn’t let the troll walk out of here with my core.

      The form of the trap was relatively simple; spikes shot out from holes drilled into the floor with a pressure-trigger beneath the floor to activate it. The trigger required the firm bread-rock for its structure and the spikes needed obsidian because of its brittle sharpness. There was no electric cabling, no moving gears, or anything of the sort. The name made me think there’d be a kind of spring mechanism, but it worked reflexively, just like a leg kicking when you tapped its knee with a hammer.

      Where to put it?

      Hell, where was better than the center of the antechamber?

      I focused on the newly-formed trap and felt my will warm up the device. I vibrated the rock beneath until the stone liquified and became malleable, and then slotted the spikes underneath. The effect was instantaneous. All it needed now was for someone to step on it.

      

      
        
        Zagorath built Floor Spike Trap (Obsidian + Bread-rock)

        Cost: 300 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      “Wish I’d brought a whetstone,” Bertha muttered as she glanced over her weapon’s keen edge.

      “We’ll have to make do,” I relayed back.

      I explained my plan to her and Puck, and their mouths set into firm lines of determination.

      “I’ll make you proud,” Bertha said.

      “What can I do?” Puck asked, whipping around the half-troll’s head.

      I fixated on him, sending a silent answer. “What you do best, Puck.” My jewel glowed with an evil gleam. “Annoy him. Throw as many of those shadow-spheres as you can. Fly around his head. Keep the pressure off Bertha and give her an opportunity to finish him off.”

      “I will.” He cackled, and then moved. His form became a blur as he shot toward the edge of the tunnel and perched on the opening above the stairs. “He’ll regret the day he faced you, Master!”

      “Bertha, leave me in the soul forge,” I messaged her.

      My beautiful champion nodded, retreated quickly to the forge, and placed me by one of the grasping fingers.

      I let my consciousness flow out to my two champions. While I took comfort in the magical essences that flowed through their bodies, Bertha’s didn’t feel quite right. The arcane substance inside her seemed to be leaking out at a slow but steady rate. The bruises and the scrapes she’d accrued while fighting her family hadn’t healed. No wonder she’d felt the need to rest before. I reached out and touched her with my consciousness. The half-troll relaxed as if comfortable with the touch of my mind.

      “When are you building me a replacement bed?” she asked me wordlessly, a playful smirk touching her face, despite the circumstances.

      “Gavin first,” I answered her. “Rewards later.”

      I took my remaining Infernal Essence and focused on her minor wounds. They were dried but still causing her pain. I examined her in the same meticulous manner I’d done with my stairs, antechamber, and the tonnes of stone and obsidian I’d consumed. She moaned softly with pleasure as I caressed her wounds, infusing her body with the Infernal Essence.

      The scrapes, bruises, and cuts flowed over emerald skin and became whole once more. So that was how I kept my champions at fighting strength—I just needed to feed them Infernal Essence.

      Damn, I was learning fast.

      It would’ve been nice not to have a huge fucking troll breathing down my entrance, though. Even before he graced my tunnel, I could feel his footfalls vibrating from above, his massive weight causing the ceiling on my dungeon to shudder.

      “He’s coming,” I warned my champions.

      A massive troll with bulging muscles beneath wart-covered skin exploded through the entrance. He lifted a pig-like snout and roared between two curved tusks shoving through his lips. A hefty mace built from gnarled wood rested in his palms, a huge chunk of stone bound to the top of its handle.

      Something about the weapon was distinct from those I’d seen so far in this world. A rune was carved into the wood, just beneath the weapon’s rocky head. I could detect Infernal Essence empowering the magical symbol, infused to this mace in the same manner as the cable cars and soul forge. I muttered a wordless curse. It made sense that I could infuse weapons with essence.

      Gavin made another bellow, a deafening sound that reverberated around the sleek walls of my lair. I mentally winced at the noise but ignored it and then flowed back toward my Spring Trap.

      We had one chance at this. We needed to cripple this prick before he could throw a further spanner in the works.

      The muscle-bound troll charged down the stairs, and I couldn’t help thinking that next time I decided to get all genocidal on a family, I was going to make sure to be thorough about it.

      “Where be you, Imp?” Gavin roared as his feet crashed against the stairs and cleared them three at a time. “You killed my pretty! And my Jeff!”

      Bertha stepped out of the soul forge alcove, and I made a mental note to come up with a sufficiently awesome name for the space later. The half-troll’s green skin glowed with the light from my gem and the forge itself. Her weapon seemed to shine in the same light, but even that was nothing compared to the lethal brilliance now shining from her eyes.

      “I killed her, Gavin. And Jeff. All of them.”

      Gavin pulled to a halt, momentarily shocked at Bertha’s appearance. “Bertha? Did Charlie make you do it?”

      “Charlie is dead. My master made Jeff kill him.”

      “Master?” Then Gavin’s face hardened into a mask of unadulterated hatred. “Weakling! You will pay.”

      Well, so far this was going swimmingly. Gavin had the same number of brain cells as Jeff. Bertha smirked and twirled her poleaxe while she shifted her weight from foot to foot. She tilted her head as she looked over her stepfather, radiating confidence and defiance.

      “They were weak. And old. They left Lilith in the shadows, just as you have. As everyone has. And they paid with their lives. I serve the Viceroy of the Goddess now.” The smirk widened into that berserker grin of hers. “You will fall, as they did.”

      “That’s my girl,” I whispered to myself.

      Gavin lunged forward far faster than his bulk suggested he could, and I caught sight of some kind of tattoo branded into his back. It could have been mistaken for an old wound, but a closer inspection told me it was a tribal marking, a crescent moon stained the color of blood. It was the marking Bertha had spoken of, and I could sense the Infernal Essence radiating from it as it fed the weapon in Gavin’s hand. The substance didn’t stop there but surged through the weapon and back into his body. It was enhancing his speed somehow, and I knew this fight would be far more difficult than our brawl with Jeff.

      The huge troll raced at Bertha, covering the space of my antechamber in a few striding bounds. Every footfall reverberated through me, and I felt the point of impact precisely where they fell. I could predict where his next step would go, and realized he was going to run straight past my only trap.

      True to my prediction, he vaulted straight over the section of floor. Magical energy swirled around his tattoo and fed the mighty weapon as he swung. He put his muscular bulk and his momentum behind the swing of the club. My jewel seemed to tighten as I envisaged the stone head cracking Bertha’s skull and sending her brains all over my dungeon walls.

      But this wasn’t Bertha’s first fight.

      My champion slid to the side, and the club missed her by a mere inch, slamming down into my floor. I felt pain ricochet through my dungeon as he cracked its base. Gavin twisted his torso and heaved the club around for a backhanded blow. Bertha turned it aside with her poleaxe but grunted from the force of the strike, then leaped backward, inches from my Spring Trap.

      “Zagorath’s greatest champion has arrived!” Puck yelled as he dive-bombed our enemy.

      Gavin backhanded the imp before he could get his claws into the troll’s single eye. Puck crashed into the floor and skittered across before colliding with a wall. Bertha used the distraction to leap into Gavin’s guard, but he was ready for her. He allowed her to get in close and then slammed his head into her skull.

      Bertha had recovered quickly as Puck harassed the intruder from above. Gavin still seemed oblivious to the hidden trap I’d constructed, and his feet kept nearing it but never actually struck the surface. Bertha knew where it was located, and she had to constantly avoid stepping on the trigger point. It made her fighting a little awkward, and eventually Gavin would understand just why she wouldn’t go in a certain direction.

      We needed to cripple him and take away that horrifying mobility. Right on cue, Puck flapped madly into the fray and hurled a shadow-sphere. The dark ball exploded on Gavin’s chest, but he ran straight through it, seemingly unfazed. The enemy troll’s hate-filled gaze was locked on Bertha, her death his only focus.

      The half-troll swept forward and used the reach of the poleaxe to her advantage. She swept the blade across in an attempt to slice at his throat. Gavin seemed to know exactly what Bertha had planned, and easily knocked her strike aside with an elbow. They continued exchanging blows while Puck flung ineffectual shadow-spheres whenever he got a chance.

      Gavin was much faster than Bertha, and he probably could have killed her easily. He seemed to toy with her, as though he was enjoying a slow and painful revenge. His club grazed her exposed flesh often, but never hard enough to take her down. He knew my champion’s every movement, as though he’d been trained by the same master.

      I thought my champion’s frustrated attempts were all over when Gavin drove his weapon forward and plunged the end of it deep into her gut. She bowed over in pain but gritted her teeth and returned to the fight. She must have adjusted at the last moment and avoided the full-impact of Gavin’s mace.

      Puck burst out of the shadows, caught hold of the troll’s matted hair, and tried to drag him toward the trap. Gavin’s head barely moved, the muscles in his neck bulging as he snatched Puck from the air. The imp wouldn’t release his hold, and Gavin tore my champion free, losing a clump of hair in the process. The troll’s rage bubbled over, and he squeezed the imp within his hands for a split second before he roared and relinquished his grip.

      A shallow cut ran across Gavin’s torso, and blood trickled from the wound. Bertha leaped back and balanced her left hand on the ground while she spun the bloodstained poleaxe over her right shoulder.

      “Perfect,” I said to Bertha, almost feeling like a ringside commentator.

      Puck hauled himself upright, shook his head, then took to the air again. He flew with a little less vigor but thankfully hadn’t been within Gavin’s grasp long enough to cause any serious damage.

      “Keep your distance,” I forcefully willed the imp. “More shadow-spheres. Aim for Gavin’s wound.”

      My Spring Trap was sadly neglected during the battle, and I’d given up almost all hope that Gavin would step on it. The next time I renovated my dungeon, I planned on either building a path to my traps or placing so many that adventurers couldn’t take a single step without triggering one.

      A dark sphere curled around Puck’s tiny fist, and he hurled it at Gavin. This time, Gavin howled with pain when the ball of shadows crashed into him. The corrosive mist seeped into his open wound and turned a scratch into something far worse.

      The troll bellowed some unknown obscenity and then swung his weapon again. Shadows crept over the boulder-like head and fortified it with Infernal Essence. I didn’t know the weapon’s full capabilities, but also didn’t want Bertha or Puck to discover them.

      “Watch his weapon!” I guided my champions.

      Bertha ducked under it as soon as the words left my jewel. She managed to evade his agile swing, then my champion whipped her poleaxe around and cracked the troll’s jaw with the handle. Gavin barely flinched, but slid back, and a surge of satisfaction rolled over me when his right foot touched my trap.

      The spikes made an incredibly satisfying snikt sound as they slammed home. I felt the shards of stone powering through his left foot and tearing into his calf muscle. The spikes impaled his bones and forced the troll to a standstill. I chuckled at my enemy’s misfortune, but before Bertha could deal her killing blow, Gavin dropped his mace into his right hand and used his left to wrest his foot free of my trap. Bertha’ poleaxe cleaved thin air and crashed against the floor.

      Gavin hauled himself back, and I retracted my spikes back into the trap. It became invisible again, merging with the surface of my dungeon floor. I figured I could reuse the trap and trigger it a second time, but I doubted the troll would be foolish enough to step onto the same spot again. Eight of the twelve stone spikes were still secured to the spring mechanism, and the other four were embedded deep within his leg. I could still feel the severed remnants of my trap as they ground against my enemy’s bones.

      Another shadow-sphere crashed beneath Gavin’s feet, and he roared again. His balance had been affected by the wound in his left foot, and he was overcompensating with his right.

      Well, there was only one thing to do with a wounded animal.

      “Put him down,” I silently commanded my minions.

      Gavin stumbled backward after Puck launched another shadow-sphere, this one smashing into his stomach, the sphere exploding into black tendrils that reached over the troll’s torso like grasping fingers. Blood splashed over my obsidian floor as Gavin swept his club in a wide arc. His movements were wild, his singular eye bulging. Bertha used the opportunity and slashed his shoulder. Her blade ripped open tendons, and even more blood spattered my floor.

      “Traitor,” Gavin screamed at the half-troll. “Murdering slime. You will die!”

      “Stay on him,” I conveyed to my champions. “Don’t let him breathe.”

      Puck dived with his bone-white claws extended, and they tore at the troll’s face. Gavin was forced to swing recklessly with his free hand while his other used the club to keep him upright. Bertha’s poleaxe struck true again, ripping open his chest, puncturing stony skin, and spilling even more blood.

      My dungeon floor was quickly turning crimson, but I loved every second of it.

      “You watching this, Lilith?” My gem was gleaming brightly with bloodlust, and I hoped the goddess was witnessing this slaughter. No doubt she would be pleased.

      Gavin’s pain was multiplied when another ball of Puck’s magic exploded against his chest. The troll groaned as Bertha tightened her grip, but before she could tear it free, he caught hold of the weapon. With a deafening roar, Gavin yanked the weapon free from Bertha’s hands with his fast-fading strength.

      My champion stumbled forward, and she let her weapon slide free of her grasp. Gavin grinned for a split second before she barreled forward and used the momentum he’d given her. Bertha went low and smashed her shoulder into his gut, hitting him like a runaway freight train. Together, they crashed into the wall of my dungeon, and I felt the impact reverberate through every wall, and floor, and stair of it.

      My hypothesis that Hell Trolls were impossibly hard to kill quickly became a solid conclusion when Gavin slammed an elbow down on Bertha’s back. She was forced to release him, but then the troll caught another shadow-sphere in the face. Whatever power had allowed the troll to shrug off the magical projectiles earlier must have faded because now the sphere enveloped his entire face like octopus tentacles.

      Puck swooped in with Gavin completely unaware, while Bertha drew back her poleaxe. My two champions attacked the troll at once, Puck slashing at Gavin’s exposed neck while Bertha cleaved him in two. The halves of Gavin separated cleanly, and his severed entrails and disconnected organs splattered onto the floor.

      My champions didn’t disappoint.

      Bertha twirled the poleaxe in her hands as Puck blasted Gavin’s bottom half with another sphere of Infernal magic. The disfigured remnants of the troll painting my dungeon floor was the finest artwork, a fine tribute to Lilith’s honor.

      I counted it the first of many, at least until I dethroned her.

      Bertha caught hold of her stepfather’s head and lifted the severed torso off the blood-soaked floor. She gazed into Gavin’s single eye while her two hands gripped the head almost tenderly.

      “Send Lilith Zagorath’s regards,” she said as a beautiful smile touched her savage face.

      Then she slammed her hands together, and Gavin’s skull caved in, echoing like a gunshot. The sound reverberated through the suddenly-still antechamber, and Puck let out a delightful yip.

      Damn, my champions were all kinds of brutal. I was a dungeon in this world’s version of hell, and I couldn’t be more pleased with how they’d taken to the job.

      Bertha stood and rolled her shoulders as a sharp exhale flowed through her teeth. Puck spun chaotic circles in the air, and a savage elation filled my entire being. The feeling bathed my whole dungeon: the entrance, the floor, the stairs, and all the way to my glistening core.
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      A notification sprang into my consciousness.

      

      
        
        Zagorath killed Gavin the Sand Pirate!

        Infernal Essence + 1,000

        Soul Essence + 500

      

      

      

      My senses shifted a little, and the dungeon was bathed in darkness, illuminated by the Infernal Essence floating above Gavin’s remains. But there was another source of light that burned the color of gold. It was drifting up from the remnants of the tattoo on his back.

      I drew it into my dungeon, and my gem flared. It had a different flavour to the others. Instead of the now-familiar darkness of Infernal Essence, and the robustness of Physical, it seemed to teem and bubble with a different kind of energy altogether.

      It was almost intelligent.

      Was this Soul Essence? I didn’t understand its function for my dungeon, but I consumed every last bit of it. The use of Soul Essence could be dealt with later.

      Gavin’s body dissolved as the flesh peeled from his bones and melted into steam. His skeletal remains cracked into dust and dissipated into the obsidian floor.

      It was a satisfying end for my toughest foe yet.

      With the Infernal Essence I’d gained, I tended to the wounds of Puck and Bertha. I discovered I could continue the healing process while centering my mind elsewhere. It was a strange kind of split-consciousness, as though my mind might one day be capable of being truly in multiple places at once. I suspected I’d continue to grow in power until that was the case, but for now, I had what remained of Gavin’s gear to consume.

      I cast my senses over his remarkable mace.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Savage Mace of Dark Agility

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness

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

      

      

      

      I almost chuckled at the name and wondered who cataloged these items. Did Lilith have some divine assistant who’d grown a little too fond of naming weapons with sinister adjectives? Despite my flippancy, the mace was nothing to laugh at.

      It was a stout, powerful weapon, loaded with a hellish energy. I’d witnessed firsthand the power the seal could provide its wielder. The magical source was the rune I’d noticed carved near the mace’s stone head. I examined how the weapon fitted together, the way it’d been fastened, the exact weight and dimensions, and the craftsmanship. It was a rough weapon, but infinitely more advanced than the stone I’d spent hours digesting and understanding.

      My jewel’s stomach had all the room in the world now, so I started to consume it. The molecules from the rock lifted into the air, soared toward my jewel, and shifted behind my core’s hard surfaces. The mace’s stone head was simple to digest and carried almost no taste. In fact, it was almost bland, but I enjoyed it all the same. I paused at the part of the stone where the rune was drawn, and decided I’d save it for last. I imagined the taste would be incredible, and I never ate dessert before dinner.

      Leaving the thin slice of enchanted rock untouched, I started to devour the wooden haft. I was only a few bites in before I had to stop and reflect on the experience. The wood was unlike anything I’d seen on Earth, and it seemed to have an almost purple sheen. It carried a flavor distinct from rocks, and the oiled and well-cared-for handle haft almost tasted like an aged whiskey. I imagined the tree it had come from, this visualization only enhancing the flavor.

      This wooden handle was the first substance I’d consumed that had actually been alive once. The tingle over my core wasn’t quite electric, but seemed to hum all the same, as if the memories of organic life still shimmered through its molecules. The final speck of wood entered my core, and I brimmed with pleasure.

      It was a meal even the head chef of Hell’s Kitchen would have appreciated.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed a Savage Mace

        Physical Essence +100

      

      

      

      Finally, a blueprint of the stone-headed weapon blazed into my consciousness, clear as daylight. Incredibly simple, but still far more complex and advanced than anything I’d consumed before.

      I understood it.

      I knew then that if I wished to reconstruct such a weapon, I would simply have to channel my Physical Essence and an identical replica would come to life. It was a kind of infused knowledge, the same knowledge I had used to construct my Spring Trap.

      Satisfied with this skill acquisition, I moved onto the sliver of rock marked with the Swiftness seal. Shimmering with Infernal essence, its purpose became clear to me as I slowly consumed its edges. The seal was a conduit that would feed from a stream of near-constant energy. In the case of monsters, it would be the Infernal Essence inside them. My avatar would use that same essence as well as the magic existing within my dungeon core. Gavin, on the other hand, had used the substance contained within his magical branding: Soul Essence. I wasn’t sure how Gavin had acquired the tattoo, but Bertha had mentioned it was the mark of a Sand Pirate.

      I moved onto the leather scraps of Gavin’s clothing. All that was left were tattered remnants of something resembling an Ancient Roman battle skirt. The texture was tough and carried a salty taste. Like the wood I’d consumed, it brought a sensation of organic life, specifically the cow-like creature the leather had been harvested from. In the case of the battle skirt, I could consume its Physical Essence but couldn’t learn the details of its construction. I figured the brokenness of the item prevented me from complete understanding, and that my ‘infused knowledge’ skill required an item to be whole.

      Well, at least I could make old scraps of leather.

      Leather pieces were often used to craft items in games, so maybe they would prove useful?

      

      
        
        Zagorath Acquired Crafting Material

        Leather Scraps

      

      

      

      When the scraps dissolved, there was a tiny trinket in the shape of a bat left in their place. I hadn’t noticed it before since it was so small, and it almost looked like a D&D miniature.

      Puck snatched up the device before I could consume it. “This is pretty, Master.”

      He had obviously fully healed and returned to his annoying ways. “Keep hold of it for now. I have something else I want to do.”

      I cast my sight over Bertha and looked at her with pride. She and Puck had both fought valiantly. Their healing had cost a total of 150 Infernal Essence, but they had earned far more. They both deserved a reward.

      While I was more than happy to fulfil the position as evil overlord, I knew rewards worked better for morale than intimidation alone. If the trinket Puck was holding turned out to be nothing other than a keepsake, I would allow him to keep it. I figured Bertha would prefer a more personal approach to being rewarded.

      I had just consumed a mace of great power, and Bertha could always add another two-handed item to her arsenal. She had told me she’d been trained with many weapons, but it would probably be easier to enchant her poleaxe with the Swiftness rune. A burst of extra speed certainly wouldn’t go amiss inside my dungeon. Enchanting her weapon would benefit me at the same time, but I genuinely wanted to thank her for her service.

      Maybe I could try something even more ambitious?

      “Bertha, give me your poleaxe,” I commanded.

      She looked puzzled but laid it dutifully on the floor. I pounced on the weapon with my mind. With my new understanding of the wooden handle, my plan would easily come to fruition. The metal blade, however, would prove far more difficult.

      I touched the substance and realized it was formed in flames from a liquid but was still simply another kind of stone I hadn’t yet tasted. I gnawed at it as I figured out the dimensions, the thickness of the blade, the tightly-bonded atoms that gave it its strength, its sharpness, and its killing power.

      A moment later, I had it, and my whole dungeon shook with excitement as the form of the poleaxe suddenly illuminated my consciousness. I had yet another blueprint, another thing I could form from raw Physical Essence. The long weapon vanished into essence as I consumed it, and Bertha cried out.

      “Master, what are you—”

      “Patience,” I chided her, grinning to myself.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed an Iron Poleaxe

        Physical Essence +200

      

      

      

      Curiously, the amount of Physical Essence I’d earned from consuming Bertha’s poleaxe was far greater than what I’d gained from Gavin’s mace. I pondered this for a moment before coming to the conclusion that absorbing metal yielded much more than regular stone, or even wood.

      My plan for Bertha’s new weapon was only halfway complete, so I asked her to lay down her cleaver. The half-troll looked like I’d just asked for her soul, but didn’t hesitate. She placed it where the poleaxe had been a moment before, and I latched onto it.

      It was a different blueprint for a different make of weapon. It wasn’t dissimilar to the poleaxe, but smaller, lighter, and designed with another purpose. I made short work of the cleaver and siphoned the essence into my dungeon’s pool of resources.

      Then I formed a new kind of weapon requiring only slight tweaks; my understanding of weaponsmithing was rudimentary to say the least, and I didn’t have infused knowledge of anything except a combination of the two weapons I’d consumed. The new design was shining bright and crystal clear in my mind, and I stashed it into my gem’s consciousness using an old memory trick from my marketing days.

      The first two-thirds of my plan complete, I started to recall the blueprint for the Swiftness rune, and a notification window appeared.

      

      
        
        Weapon Enchantment - Swiftness Sigil

        Required essences: Infernal (750)

      

      

      

      I poured Infernal and Physical Essence together, swirling them in my consciousness like a mad storm of magic and atoms. I had a single design in mind, and I focused my will on its completion.

      The floor of my antechamber turned to liquid for a moment, then a new weapon arose from it. It was the same length and weight as Bertha’s favored tool of death, but the spike at the top was a little longer, and its blade a little wider. The combination of poleaxe and cleaver was something I couldn’t quite categorize, but I no longer needed to when a box flashed across my mind.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Savage Halberd of Dark Agility

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness

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

      

      

      

      My jewel glowed as I read the text for the completed seal. I’d accomplished my plan, and here was a weapon that was the culmination of our battle.

      Bertha cradled the weapon in her palms and stared at it in wonder. As her hands closed around it, I witnessed her own Infernal Essence sliding into the weapon. The arcane energy continued to fill the rune until the whole weapon brimmed with a crackling and dangerous darkness. Bertha’s face split into a joyous expression that was even better than her savage grin during combat.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, almost to herself.

      Puck whipped around it and just about exploded with excitement.

      “Master, it is beautiful. Your dungeon is ready. We slay and bite and maul all who come to us. We drink them down like blood from a squirrel’s throat.”

      I chuckled. “We’re not done yet. Show me the trinket you took.”

      Puck displayed the item in his open hand, and it looked so much larger in his tiny palm. His face contorted a little, as though he wasn’t quite ready to give up his prize. With a flick of thought, I regathered my consciousness and focused on the item. It was caked in rust and mold, but beneath was the effigy of a fanged bat fashioned out of a black metal.

      I allowed my consciousness to delve into the object’s construction to try and divine its use. As my mind wrapped around the charm’s form, I realized something. It was too complex, far too complex to be a simple thing I could turn to Physical Essence.

      “What is it, Master?” Puck asked.

      “Something that might be too valuable for you to keep,” I transmitted back.

      As I focused on it, appreciating its complexity, I was reminded of something.

      It was made of the same substance as the soul forge.

      I sent my consciousness to the machine that was holding my gem and confirmed my revelation. “Puck, why do you want to keep the trinket?” I silently questioned my champion.

      “It feels familiar. I believe my tribe had something similar in their cave.”

      “Something similar?”

      “A model of an imp. It is said to be the key to restoring our dwindling population. We knew not how, but that was what they said.”

      “Hmm . . .” I ran through a dozen theories in my head before landing upon a single one: if the soul forge birthed monsters, and an effigy like this bat could be the key to restoring a population, then maybe—

      I was too excited to even finish the thought. I commanded Puck to bring the bat trinket to the soul forge and place the object into the center of the machine’s open palm. The small effigy almost seemed to sing as Puck flew across the antechamber and into the alcove. While my senses focused on the soul forge, I was reminded of Lilith’s own hand. It almost looked identical.

      As soon as Puck dropped the figurine onto the arcane machine, the rusty and moldy outer casing cracked like an eggshell. The newly-revealed bat trinket glistened before my senses, and a new and overwhelming power emanated from its center. It connected with my core, and my gem burst with a crimson brilliance. Rays of light spiraled around the room while the soul forge quaked and trembled like it had just been given life.

      

      
        
        Zagorath acquired spawnable minions!

      

        

      
        Hellbat

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Common

        Essence Cost per minion: 15 (Infernal)

      

      

      

      Now my dungeon was ready.

      I had all the ingredients to begin Lilith’s mission in earnest.

      I’d carve out this entire fucking mountain and fill it with teeth and traps and minions. Waiting in the final room would be my mighty champions—Bertha and Puck. Lounging on a carved throne at the top of an elevated podium would be a grinning Von Dominus.

      Zagorath.

      My dungeon.

      Still so much work to do.

      Still so many more to kill.

      One step closer to my place as the most feared dungeon in all the Sinarius Realms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My first order of business was learning the capabilities of my new spawnable minions: Hellbats. I poured Infernal Essence into the soul forge and watched them come to life. They were like bats from Earth, but their fags were much larger, and their black skin was marked with hexagonal shapes that almost looked like scales. Black fur clumped together on their chests, and three talons protruded from the tops of their wings. Each Hellbat had a wingspan the size of my elf’s arm, and twin crimson eyes glowed within sunken eye sockets. Bone-white claws jutted from their feet while fangs curved from their mouths.

      The minions were simple creatures—their consciousness wasn’t anything at all like Puck’s, for instance. Undisturbed, they hung from the ceiling, shrouded in shadow, utterly uninterested in anything. If I’d been a scientist about this, I’d have said the imps had evolved from bats - there were plenty of similarities, at least biologically - but they were perfect low-level mobs for Zagorath. I channeled emotion into the Hellbats, and they acted accordingly. With a prod of my dungeon’s mind, I could whip them into a frenzy.

      Beneath the cloud of bats, Bertha and Puck prepared to strike. My champions dealt with the minions in single killing blows, the half-troll cleaving them in two with her new halberd while Puck’s shadow-spheres ensnared them with black tendrils. It didn’t take long to realize the Hellbats weren’t exactly the tankiest of minions, but their claws and fangs could tear slash armor and tear through flesh.

      Channeling my essence into the black machine gave me a rush, and whenever a Hellbat was killed, I sucked the essence back into my jewel. I discovered that spawning a single bat required inserting 15 Infernal Essence into the soul forge, but an individual creature generated 16 when killed. The gains were minimal, but it was a sure way to acquire additional essence while remaining in my dungeon. Puck and Bertha weren’t afflicted with critical injuries, so I was able to wait a few hours before I needed to spend any resources on healing them.

      The low-risk farming provided a perfect method. All I needed to do was reach out to the deceased bats, consume the delicious darkness within their corpses, and then siphon it back through the forge again. It felt so natural, so organic; I figured it had to be how any other dungeon core would do it. Whenever I delivered a bat to its death by Puck or Bertha, I felt no flicker of fear from the spawned monsters. Rather, they almost gratefully flapped free of their corporeal forms and returned to my gem in a rush of essence.

      After almost sixteen hours of farming, my champions had averaged fifty kills per hour with only a few breaks to heal their wounds at a cost of 50 Infernal Essence. I concentrated on the center of my jewel, and a text box flashed before me.

      

      
        
        Zagorath

        Type: Infernal Core

      

        

      
        Essences

        Physical - 350/10,000

        Infernal - 850

        Soul - 500

      

        

      
        Spawnable Minions

        Hellbat

      

        

      
        Champions

        Bertha the Hell Troll/Human (Black Sands)

        Puck the Infernal Imp

      

        

      
        Traps

        Spring Trap (Physical)

      

        

      
        Materials

        Obsidian

        Bread-rock

        Honeywood

        Troll Iron

        Leather Scraps

      

        

      
        Blueprints

        Cleaver (Magic)

        Poleaxe (Common)

        Savage Halberd (Magic)

        Savage Mace (Magic)

      

        

      
        Seals

        Swiftness

      

      

      

      My dungeon had made quite the progression, but I wasn’t finished for the day. Puck and Bertha were spent, so I allowed them to rest while focusing on renovations.

      All of my gaming experience involved raiding dungeons, not constructing them. Consuming walls, burrowing into the mountain, and decorating my very own den of death and destruction was a thrill. Every inch of stone or obsidian I brought into my core gave me more power, more length, and more size.

      Rather than have the soul forge vulnerable to any overzealous Adventurers, I sealed the alcove behind a wall of obsidian, three feet thick. Now that I was starting to divide the spaces, I decided the alcove would be better served by a specific name: the Forge Chamber. Satisfied with my decision, I covered the stone wall separating the Forge Chamber from the main antechamber with jutting spikes similar to those I’d fashioned over the entrance archway. It didn’t look like an entrance, however, but some kind of area for barbaric torture. The modification suited my dungeon’s theme while also keeping the most valuable items away from prying hands. I wasn’t quite satisfied with it yet; it needed more style. I took my time morphing the obsidian wall and used my Physical Essence judiciously until I’d produced a mural resembling a huge bat with an open maw and dripping fangs.

      Summoning more Hellbats while adventurers were diving my depths required some kind of shaft from the antechamber to the alcove, so I fashioned a vent directly above the ceiling. It was large enough for my flying minions to travel in single file, but I imagined even the smallest of adventurers would have trouble squeezing through it. If they tried, they’d be greeted by a Hellbat’s fangs. The vent also functioned as an area for my bats to sleep undisturbed until an unsuspecting adventurer was greeted by a surprise dive-bomb attack.

      When this task was complete, I considered where to place Spring Traps. The center of my new and improved antechamber floor was too obvious. I had to think like an adventurer—where would they expect the traps? Right in the middle, of course, next to easy loot. Gavin wasn’t exactly the brightest of bulbs, but I wasn’t about to use a troll as the epitome of tactics and planning when it came to my prey. Better to sneakily place traps in less obvious places.

      Part of me suspected that Gavin had somehow seen my first trap on his way in, despite the low visibility. With this in mind, I carved simple etchings into the glassy black obsidian, making sure to keep the same thematic consistency. I intermingled the spring traps with the same throned properties of my entrance to hide the exit points of the stone spikes.

      I placed spikes above the antechamber, too, on either side of the bat vent. I wasn’t sure how soon I’d face adventurers with flying mounts, or enemies who could fly themselves, but it didn’t hurt to be safe.

      The amount of obsidian I was using in the design of the place satisfied my penchant for black, and it was fitting for an Infernal dungeon, but it had the unfortunate side-effect of making Zagorath darker than the rooms used for developing old-school photographs. I didn’t care; I could sense everything as a dungeon core and Von Dominus had permanent night-vision. But the lack of light might deter some adventurers. Some would bring torches, sure, and some might even possess a night-vision like my avatar, but I wanted a little light to attract them deeper into my dungeon. I wanted visitors to gaze upon the terrifying splendor of my champions before they were brutally cut down.

      I chewed on the problem while thinking back to the Gavin fight. The forge had been a perfect light source, but I couldn’t have it open to the adventurers. An idea struck me, and I sliced out hair-thin lines into the wall with the etching of the imposing bat. I outlined the designs I’d placed into it until the scarlet light from the soul forge bled through the gaps. The bat’s huge, slitted eyes shone the brightest, but I made damn sure the openings for the light were far too tight for even an arrow to slip through.

      It didn’t quite illuminate the entire antechamber, but it was eyecatching and threatening. Long shadows reached across the obsidian floor from the glowing bat and almost touched the entrance tunnel. The sight sent ripples of pleasure over my gem as I considered the terror that would enter adventurers’ hearts when they descended the stairs to this room.

      The thought of stairs made me undergo a much more grandiose project.

      I began with two wide and sweeping staircases that curved from either side of the enormous bat carving. I consumed Physical Essence from the mountainside and immediately used it to fashion the steps. When they were complete, I excavated a room directly beneath the antechamber. It was much larger than the floor above it; 50 feet high, 400 feet long, and 100 feet wide.

      At almost the size of a football field, only a mountain as large as Shadow Crag could hold so grand a room. The sheer size reminded me of a throne room in an ancient castle stronghold, and the thought gave me another idea.

      I decided it was time to get far more into character as the Viceroy of the Infernal Goddess.

      Turning the obsidian floors to liquid, I carefully constructed two lanes from the staircase that twisted in and around themselves, curling into each other like a pretzel loop. A satisfied flicker ran through my jewel as I realized the Pretzel was a perfect name for the design. After I chuckled a little at the ridiculousness of the name, I constructed a single passage leading to the other side of the enormous chamber.

      My essence was in a constant flux, now; I’d found a perfect flow cycle. I could only hold so much Physical Essence, so I consumed as much as I had and then emptied three-quarters of it into the decoration for my simple maze. It was less of a maze, really, and more a funnel. Adventurers would race straight into what was quickly becoming my throne room, but I would have time to prepare for their arrival.

      Within the curves of the new tunnels, I made sure to place six small alcoves. I built small demonic altars inside each where I intended on placing rewards for those who made it that far.

      I chuckled grimly at the thought. If they made it that far.

      Anyone who snatched the items from the altars would be unable to resist diving further into the dungeon with the hopes of securing more powerful loot.

      But they would find me.

      And what would I look like when I greeted them?

      I banked the thought as I opened up smaller tunnels and connected them with the vents. The bats I’d spawned earlier fluttered through their new playground. I lengthened the tunnel and made it run beneath the stairs and into the Pretzel treasure rooms.

      The name was beginning to stick, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to come up with a sufficiently awesome one for it later. Hey, as long as it did the job.

      Once the Pretzel side-altars, alcoves, and bat vents were in place, I remembered my champions. All this time and I hadn’t even spoken to them. I cast my mind to the chamber above where Bertha was meditating again, sitting cross-legged in the center of the antechamber. The curve of her breast rose and fell softly as she inhaled and exhaled. Puck wasn’t so easily entertained with silence—he’d made a game out of seeing how fast he could blast through the new bat vents without braining himself on the tighter corners.

      Well, at least they were occupied.

      My work was more important—I needed to keep pushing, expanding. There was no telling when Gavin’s guild would be on their way. Zagorath was the last bastion of faith in Lilith, and I needed to decorate it accordingly.

      I cast my consciousness back to the empty, black space. The football-sized throne room was missing something essential.

      Von Dominus needed a throne. Somewhere to rest, plan, and plot his next move—probably over steepled fingers. The Evil Overlord thing was starting to get to my head, but it was too damn fun to avoid. I didn’t have a blueprint for the perfect throne, so I improvised by carving out a raised dais opposite the corridor connecting it to the Pretzel. A 400-foot expanse separated the corridor from the dais, and it would be quite the daunting task for adventurers to confront me.

      It was perfect.

      I elevated the dais a little more and formed six steps connecting it to the ground. I decided I’d call this my First Floor, and instead of keeping my dungeon core inside the Forge Chamber, I wanted it here. I created a simple metal pillar that would hold my dungeon heart. It would be easily visible to adventurers, a tantalizing taste of my power. It was a risky location for the core should anyone attempt to steal it. I hollowed out the space beneath the pillar and manipulated a Spring Trap on a thin slate of stone. After a little tweaking, I managed to construct a trap that would trigger reflexively if anyone touched my stone. Immediately, the pillar would drop beneath the ground, and the stone slate would secure the cavity so my jewel couldn’t be stolen. Then an array of stone spikes would impale whoever had the misfortune of thinking they could grab my gem.

      My attention raced back to the untouched space in front of my dais, and I slid my consciousness into twisting demonic designs. I could only construct images I’d seen before, and I couldn’t make anything too detailed, but I carved sweeping motifs of gnarled claws, bat-like wings, and twisted imp tails.

      I crowned the wall behind the dais with the culmination of my artistic endeavors: a forty-foot-high image of Lilith embossed into the stone. Surprisingly, it was my most detailed work yet, almost so real that I expected the goddess to step out from the stone. The composite of obsidian and bread-rock sent a shiver through my jewel. It was a little over the top, but I imagined dungeon divers would quake in their armor upon seeing the goddess in her giant likeness.

      I sent a brief mental command to Puck, telling him to bring my Core down to its fixing on the temporary cradle I’d constructed for it. He happily obeyed, and as my consciousness brushed past Bertha’s relaxed and meditative form, I felt her moan softly. She almost sounded impatient, but she smiled at my mental touch before letting her mind drift back to her meditations.

      As soon as I was done with my dungeon renovations, I was going to present the half-troll with the kind of reward only Von Dominus could give.

      Puck brought my gem to its cradle, and as he fixed it in place, I laughed silently. My core illuminated the fresh designs in the walls, and Lilith’s visage stared down at me with a lustful smile. In one way, it was a symbol of my devotion to her. In another, it was a picture of the woman I aimed to conquer.

      For the moment, Zagorath’s First Floor was complete.
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            Interlude

          

        

      

    

    
      Spurred on by his new status in life, Ralph spent most of the week-long journey to Shadow Crag slaying monsters and growing increasingly powerful. By the time Alaxon and his protégé reached the mountain’s foot, Ralph had learned to harness the sword’s power. The magic sigil allowed him to channel Infernal Essence to increase his strength threefold and become twice as fast. He learned how to leap fifteen feet into the air by enhancing his leg muscles, and to cleave through monsters in a single attack by both increasing the power of his swings and speed of motion.

      The active changes in battle were one thing, but the use of the magical sword and his enchanted tattoo also modified his body permanently. Muscles rippled on every limb, and his eyes could see with a new sharpness. Where only a little stubble had touched his face before, he now sported a full beard.

      Ralph had become a man in only a week.

      It was his first taste of the power Infernal Essence could give him, and he swore it wouldn’t be his last. No longer did he wish to kill himself, not when he had an opportunity like this.

      The path to Shadow Crag’s peak was rife with danger, but Ralph was ready. The ascent was rocky, slippery, and more than once, Infernal creatures appeared from small pockets of stone. Halfway up the ascent, squat little beings appeared from behind.

      “Watch out, boy!” Alaxon yelled, but he took a distinct step away from the monsters.

      Ralph surveyed the creatures but didn’t draw his weapon. They hadn’t attacked yet, making him think they were more curious than deadly. If they did choose to attack, it would mean their deaths. Their wart-covered bodies suggested they harbored diseases, and a single broken pustule would spray noxious ooze everywhere. They were almost like demonic toads with their bloated stomachs, but the hateful broken speech that burst from their mouths indicated something more diabolical.

      They certainly weren’t curious anymore; they were challenging Ralph.

      Fear might have been the appropriate response, but he wasn’t some pathetic stableboy any longer.

      Alaxon remained behind Ralph, in the same manner he had done during every fight. The priest had only needed to use his staff on a few occasions, and it had always been deadly, but he seemed to prefer watching his protégé combat the monsters.

      Ralph sprung forward, his trusty sword flying free of its sheath and into his hand in a single movement. Instinct and hours of training paid off as he sliced through the first with ease. The Dark Reaper punctured the demon-toad’s swollen body and cleaved it in two. The pustules exploded as the two halves separated, and Ralph leaped back to avoid getting hit. The liquid steamed when it struck the ground, and Ralph whispered a blessing to Lilith. While these monsters were the Goddess’ children, he was also her servant. All creatures of the Infernal Realm served her, even when they were killing each other.

      The second toad darted past its massacred comrade, coming too close and too fast. The creature leaped for Ralph’s legs, but he sidestepped just before it would have clamped onto his right calf. The toad lost its footing and clawed the ground as it slid over the precipice. It screeched as it plummeted.

      Ralph turned to face the final demon-toad, but it was already moving, much faster than the others. It bowled into Alaxon before he could lift his staff in defense, and the two tumbled to the ground. The toad thrashed at the old man’s face, but its jaws couldn’t sink into flesh; Alaxon pressed his staff between him and the threat of certain death.

      Racing forward, Ralph delivered a powerful kick to the monster’s belly, and it spiraled through the air. Before it fell to the ground, Ralph raced after the toad and delivered two quick slashes. He had crossed the distance in less than a second, and his mouth dropped in awe at his own speed. The charge had consumed almost all of his essence, but it had been remarkable.

      But killing these toads had just earned him more. Ralph inhaled deeply, the Infernal Essence from the two mountain corpses siphoning into his Adventurer’s Sigil. Every time he absorbed the substance, it felt like Lilith herself was gifting him with power. It was a darkness that never felt quite sufficient, a hunger that would never be satiated.

      For now, though, it was enough. It might even be enough for the rest of his life. It gave him purpose.

      Breathing in the new power, Ralph pulled the old man to his feet.

      “I see I have chosen well.” Alaxon smiled gratefully.

      “Don’t do that to me again.” Ralph shook his head. “Thought I’d lost you.”

      The old man chuckled. “Our destinies are intertwined, my boy. You’ll not be losing me just yet.”

      The demon-toads plagued them twice more, but Ralph used the crumbling path to his advantage. As long as he avoided their pustules, it quickly became easy to slice through the monsters or get them to charge before sending them flying off the cliff face. Even if they fell to their deaths, he could siphon the essence from a great distance, although it took a little more time. Whatever these creatures were, they weren’t intelligent, but Ralph still had to keep his wits about him; the constant threat of loose footing and a tremendous drop to their right always loomed.

      While they traveled, the priest explained that the lack of dungeons in the area meant monsters hadn’t evolved beyond their initial stages. If this new Infernal dungeon was allowed to grow unhindered, then it would affect the entire landscape, and the monsters would grow powerful beyond measure.

      “Then I’ll just defeat them,” Ralph said with a confident smile. Nothing could stand in the way of him while he wielded the Dark Reaper.

      That night, they entered a grotto filled with scorch marks, broken furniture, and bloodstains. It looked like it might have housed humanoid monsters at some point, but there was no sign of them among the chaotic remains of a dwelling.

      “No corpses,” Alaxon said as he surveyed the destruction. “This was the location of a great battle between infernal monsters. There are no corpses because their bodies slowly break down into dust over a few days.”

      “So, whatever happened here is at least a few days past.”

      “Correct. We’ll be safe here for the night.”

      Ralph almost choked on his tongue. “You can’t be serious? Won’t the survivors return?”

      The priest laughed. “There were no survivors, lad. This was complete and total annihilation.”

      It didn’t make sense that all the participants in this battle would have died. Surely there was a victor, one lonely monster who’d managed to survive the carnage?

      Still, Ralph had come a long way by trusting the old priest, and he wasn’t quite ready to start questioning him. There were many holes in his story, like how he’d come upon the sword, and why he wanted Ralph to wield it. The prophecy in the priest’s stew was quite obviously a lie, but it did no harm to accept it for now.

      The prophecy no longer meant much, and the only thing keeping Ralph around now was the Infernal Essence he might obtain from killing monsters. The power still thrummed inside his veins like liquid fire, and the prospect of a new dungeon filled with monsters and bounty was an irresistible attraction.

      Ralph nodded at the priest. “I’ll concede to you here, Alaxon, but I’m really starting to wonder about you.”

      “Wonder all you like, my boy. I just want a good night’s sleep.”

      Ralph did a little exploring and found a bedroom away from the main living room. There weren’t any corpses there, and Alaxon agreed to rest there after a little goading.

      “Wake me in three hours,” the old priest said, “and I’ll take next watch.”

      He lay in the bed and almost immediately fell asleep while Ralph inspected the rest of the dwelling. There was little in the house that could be used, and he figured the inhabitants had been rather poor. He heard no sounds or stirrings for a good while and returned to the sleeping priest.

      Alaxon’s travel sack was tucked behind the bed, and Ralph might not have noticed it were it not for a strange thrumming noise coming from it. A few days ago, Ralph might have disregarded it because he feared what Alaxon might do, but he was stronger now and less certain of the priest’s truthfulness.

      Carried by curiosity, Ralph dragged himself along the ground slowly, careful not to wake the old man. When the snoring quietened, he paused, continuing forward when it grew louder. After what felt like an hour, his fingers were finally clasped around the bag, and he popped it open to find what looked like an egg. It vibrated in Ralph’s hands when he took it, and his fingers traced the runes embossed into its surface.

      Was this a monster egg of some kind? Or a lizard? Perhaps a dragon egg?

      It didn’t quite seem organic, as though it might only have been fashioned to look like an egg but was actually a container for something else.

      “Help me,” a female voice entered his mind.

      Was it coming from this egg?

      Before Ralph could think more about it, he heard Alaxon stir.

      “What are you doing, boy?” There was a sinister note in the old priest’s tone, and Ralph hastily shoved the egg back into the bag.

      “Nothing. Just looking for things that might be useful. You told me to keep my eyes peeled for anything that wasn’t nailed down.”

      “Aye, I did. It’s the way of an adventurer.” Alaxon smiled, appearing satisfied with the explanation. Then his expression darkened. “But don’t be looking through my things, or you’ll find I can be quite the harsh teacher.”

      Ralph nodded as the priest stretched and yawned. It was Alaxon’s turn to watch, so Ralph took the bed.

      As much as his mother had taught him to be a good person, she had also instructed him to take opportunities whenever they came. Once the priest had instilled in Ralph all the information and training he needed, then he would take the egg.

      As sleepiness washed over him, he could hear the old priest muttering.

      “Zagorath . . .”

      Ralph awoke to pressure against his throat, and sharp pain when he attempted to sit up. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and the light of twin-moons through the window illuminated the sloped forehead, jutted jaw, and white tusks of a half-orc. The intruder pressed a curved dagger against Ralph’s throat, another half-orc holding the point of a dirk to Alaxon’s jugular.

      “Sorry, lad,” the priest managed to say. “Thought I could catch a few winks.”

      Frustration boiled in Ralph’s stomach, but this wasn’t the time to take it out on the priest. Three more half-orcs were standing around the room, weapons drawn as they peered down at the priest and the stableboy.

      Still confident from his unanimous victory over the infernal creatures, Ralph sneered at the half-orc. “What do you want?”

      “Just some flesh.”

      Ralph considered how best to get out of the situation, and his right hand reached beneath the bed and touched the Dark Reaper. Power entered his body as soon as his fingers touched the weapon’s pommel, but he stopped short of drawing it when Alaxon groaned.

      “Do not be a fool, boy,” the priest said. “These are adventurers. They have powers like you. You might have thought yourself strong by defeating those lesser creatures, but these half-orcs won’t prove so easy to subdue.”

      Ralph released his hand from the sword.

      “The old man knows his shit,” the half-orc above Ralph barked. “Don’t be trying nothing.”

      “I am a priest of Lilith,” Alaxon continued.

      “A priest?” a half-orc asked, and his tone carried a sense of awe. “You wield magic?”

      “Indeed,” Alaxon confirmed. “Infernal magic beyond anything you can imagine. We are bound for Zagorath. With my magic, clearing the dungeon should prove a simple task.”

      “Zagorath? You know of it?”

      “Maybe he is a magic man,” a half-orc said to the others. “How else would he have learned of the dungeon? He couldn’t have learned like we did. He couldn’t have spoken to the Beastmaster who communicates with chained varidu.”

      Another half-orc nodded. “Aye. He could be useful inside Zagorath,”

      “We can help,” Ralph said. He doubted Alaxon could actually wield magic, but an alliance with these half-orcs was the only way they would leave here alive.

      The barbarian above Ralph grunted and removed his blade. Ralph took in a deep breath, grabbed the Dark Reaper, and stood slowly. The half-orcs filtered out of the grotto, and the stableboy and the priest followed behind them. The barbarian group introduced themselves as The Scalpers, a clan of half-orcs that lived on the southern side of Shadow Crag. They were warriors who plundered the caves of the mountain for loot.

      The small party soon joined a much larger one further up the mountain, and Ralph and Alaxon managed to trail behind them for most of the journey. The other stragglers among the half-orcs, those disdained by the larger group for whatever reason, soon opened up to the old priest and the stableboy-turned-warrior. They showed fascination at Ralph and Alaxon, and their stares made him uncomfortable, more so when they licked their lips as though lusting after the taste of his flesh.

      As they walked to the top of the peak, Ralph worried what would happen when the barbarians discovered the priest actually possessed no powers. Well, maybe Alaxon had been holding out; he had seemed to predict that the dungeon had been established on top of the mountain, and that had proved true. Or he might have discovered the dungeon’s existence by other, less supernatural, means.

      Ralph asked Alaxon plainly about this as they ventured up the mountain, and the priest eyed the barbarians before answering in a whisper.

      “I stumbled upon the goddess, Lilith. It was quite the sight, something I never thought I would ever see in all my days. She was consorting with one of her high priests, the last who still practice her faith.”

      “So, you’re not a priest of Lilith?”

      “No. These robes I wear belonged to that same priest.”

      “You killed him?”

      “He attacked me first,” Alaxon said with a snort. “It was self-defense.”

      Alaxon hadn’t seemed all that powerful, but he’d managed to take down a priest of Lilith. If the goddess’s power was truly waning as the rumors suggested, then maybe one of her servants wouldn’t have been that hard to kill.

      “So, you learned about the dungeon by eavesdropping?” Ralph asked. Alaxon was a murderer—he had admitted as much when he recounted his interactions with Lilith and her priest. The fact only further cemented Ralph’s goal to take the egg. Stealing from a murderer wasn’t evil; it was virtuous.

      “Indeed,” Alaxon confirmed. “Lilith and her priest conversed together about a plan to restore her power. The dark goddess wished to bring another dungeon core into existence, against the wishes of the pantheon. The other gods weren’t to know of this, but I assume they will learn soon enough. This dungeon will become powerful, my boy, mark my words. Lilith was the one who foresaw it. She knew the name the dungeon would take before she ever created it. Zagorath.”

      “It is a mighty name, I admit, but I’ll grow powerful enough to defeat it.”

      “Ah, I forget how little anyone knows of dungeon lore these days,” Alaxon said. “So much has been lost. It is a pity. But I will enlighten you, my boy. Dungeons can never truly be defeated. At least, not by adventurers.”

      Alaxon paused and seemed to absentmindedly pat the pouch at his waist. Ralph had never noticed it before, but the priest was constantly touching the pouch with the egg inside. Was that same voice that had spoken to Ralph, now communicating with Alaxon?

      “Even if I become the greatest adventurer in the realm?” Ralph asked.

      “Even then. Perhaps if you studied the arcane arts and became a sorcerer, you might find yourself capable of destroying a dungeon.”

      “It’s been done before?” Ralph realized the question was foolish since all the Infernal dungeons had been destroyed, but that had been done at the will of the pantheon, not by some rogue sorcerer.

      “Enough talk. We still have quite the journey before we reach Zagorath.”

      “There is one other thing. You told me that your stew foretold I was the chosen one. Was that also untrue?”

      Alaxon sighed. “I’m afraid I lied to you. Wishful thinking on my part, boy. I have no powers besides the mark I can give. It is useless to me except to assist others to wield enchanted items. I am restricted to this staff that merely illuminates. It’s part of the curse of a Marker. I am merely a conduit; I can make others stronger but never myself.”

      “For some time, I’ve suspected you weren’t exactly truthful with me,” Ralph said.

      “Aye. I’m merely a lonely old hermit who lures young men into quests. The Dark Reaper is magical, that’s for sure, but it’s about the only thing magical about me. I stole it from a mighty man, as I have stolen many things. It’s strange; I was once a noble man and now I’ve become a common criminal.”

      “You’re not all that bad,” Ralph said with a laugh.

      “Perhaps not. I have goals. I have aspirations. In fact, I hoped one day to find someone who would have power unlike anything seen before. A fast learner who wouldn’t take his talents for granted. I wanted to present them with a gift.” Alaxon tapped his pouch again, but the action seemed unintentional. “Perhaps I shall at some point.”

      Ralph thought the priest might have been referring to him, but nothing further came of it. Their journey toward the dungeon continued, and Ralph did his best to avoid the half-orcs. They were brutish and barbaric, but they were in desperate need of a wash.

      Despite the unpleasant aroma of his companions, Ralph couldn’t be happier. He had discovered newfound courage when he’d fought against the sulfur gnomes, and the Infernal Essence he’d gained had given him a taste for power.

      It was but a small morsel, and he wanted to dedicate his life to feeding the Dark Reaper with the blood of evil monsters.

      There was only one path now: to clear Zagorath and gain its power for himself.
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      Traps. I needed traps.

      I didn’t want more of the same old spikes; they weren’t exactly the most reusable objects. The obsidian spikes had splintered and broken off when Gavin triggered them and constantly rebuilding them after battles wasn’t optimal.

      While I needed something sturdier, metal was easily the biggest drain on Physical Essence, but it seemed like the most durable material available to me. It would stand out when backed up against obsidian, but the bread-rock was a dull-gray color that almost looked like troll’s iron. Metal spikes would certainly last a lot longer than stone ones.

      I dipped into my resources and carefully considered how much Physical Essence remained before I decided to excavate the area around my dungeon. I didn’t want to make any more rooms just yet, so I simply mined the bread-rock for resources until I had a total of 4,000 Physical Essence. I could always excavate for more if needed, but I wanted to get started on my traps right away; Gavin’s friends could be here at any moment, and new traps were needed to greet them.

      My gem flickered as I surveyed my dungeon, practically now a cavern compared to my earlier hole in the ground at the base of a simple set of stairs. What was I missing?

      My Hellbats shuffled slightly in their sleep as I examined my dungeon’s surfaces. Puck was still zooming through the vents, disturbing a few of them and cackling to himself. And then there was Bertha—beautiful, powerful, and skilled. The half-troll was still taking deep breaths as her poleaxe rested on her crossed thighs. The weapon gleamed wickedly in the soft red light . . .

      Wait a second.

      My mind flickered back to all the things I’d consumed. Bread-rock. Obsidian. Honeywood. Leather scraps. Troll iron. Then I focused on the blueprints of weapons and my incredibly basic Spring Trap with its stone spikes. It hit me I wasn’t thinking big enough. The Spring Trap could surely use more than just spikes.

      I laughed as I slid the mental blueprints over each other, combining and manipulating them to create entirely different blades. My essence swirled as I thought of possible combinations. Why use twelve tiny spikes in the spring mechanism when I could use one goring spike to rip a gaping wound in an Adventurer?  And it wasn’t like the springs in my traps were simply restricted to spikes, right? Why couldn’t they throw cleavers at my prey and slice into them like tender sides of bloody meat? The essence cost would be higher, of course, but I was forgetting Lilith’s mantra.

      Impale. Eviscerate. Decapitate.

      She’d whispered those three words as my incorporeal form had floated in front of her, stunned by her beauty and by the world she’d sucked me into.

      Invigorated by the memory of the goddess and the boundless potential for carnage, I searched for the best possible trap locations. The Hellbats in the antechamber were a perfect distraction from another lethal surprise. The sculpture of a bat embossed to the wall in front of the Forge Chamber was a perfect spot. I opened the mouth of the carving, and my essence counter dropped as I formed my new and improved surprise for my prey.

      

      
        
        Zagorath built Bladed Fan Trap (Troll Iron)

        Cost: 800 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      I still couldn’t get over how Lilith’s magical programming had a catalog of not only every item I’d found so far, but also items I had built with my own designs. It was machine-learning taken to the next level, but then I shouldn’t have expected anything less from divine magic.

      “You’re going to want to see this,” I conveyed to Bertha.

      She glanced around after I’d broken her meditations. “What do I want to see?”

      “Keep your eyes peeled for the bat sculpture,” I said before turning my attention to my imp champion. I focused, relaying my silent message to him. “Puck, I want you to trigger my new trap with a shadow-sphere. Can you do it without destroying the trap?”

      “I can modify its power,” he replied. “Simply tell me where to throw it, Master.”

      “It’s on the third stone tile in front of the Forge Chamber, ten tiles from the south wall.”

      “Yes, Master.” Puck cooked up a sphere and then hurled the object at my desired location.

      The ball of darkness glanced across the trigger with only a little pressure, but it activated all the same. With an explosive clack, five blades whipped out of the bat decoration’s mouth and fanned out in a wide arc. They lost momentum after about ten feet and skittered to the floor, but I swallowed them instantly.

      “By Lilith, what was that?” Bertha gaped.  

      “Fresh developments, my champion,” I chuckled.

      The blades weren’t cleavers like I’d laid down on the side-altars in the twisting hallways of the Pretzel. No, these were just iron blades—thick, heavy, and sharp enough to slice through troll skin. Taking what I’d just consumed, I reconstituted the substances and reloaded the blades into the new-and-improved trap.

      I still had enough essence to try a few other traps, so I built two simple spikes. I made them almost five feet long and gave them the same design as Bertha’s original poleaxe. I already had names for them: Ceiling Spike and Floor Spike. I placed troll iron variations in the last passage leading out of the Pretzel beside the First Floor’s entrance.

      

      
        
        Zagorath built Floor Spike (Troll Iron)

        Cost: 800 Physical Essence

      

        

      
        Zagorath built Ceiling Spike (Troll Iron)

        Cost: 800 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      One would slide out from the floor, straight into an unfortunate Adventurer’s underside. The other would drop from the ceiling with enough force to punch through a neck and chest, and maybe even enough force to split the skull of your regular, working-class human. I didn’t like my chances against trolls, but then I had my own troll who’d make short work of them. Well, half-troll, but I figured I liked her better that way.

      I doubted I would be this strong without her, or without Puck’s mobility and magic. I might’ve been the brains, but they were the last line of defence against any adventurers who could bypass my traps and minions. Their place would be beside my jewel’s pedestal, ready to chop down any survivors.

      I hadn’t discovered what Soul Essence could be used for yet, but I knew it was related to making my dungeon and avatar stronger. I could feel its power even though the method of activating it was a mystery to me.

      That was a problem to be solved later. Besides, Gavin’s friends would bring me a whole lot more Soul Essence, and maybe I just needed a higher quantity before I could use it.

      Time passed in Zagorath as it waited for a second wave of adventurers, but none came. That didn’t mean the inhabitants did nothing; we trained, and farmed, and perfected the dungeon in anticipation of our second kill.

      I still hadn’t taken Bertha, and I could feel myself starting to grow eager, but my mind was still focused on adventurers. She seemed equally focused on training, and I put her and Puck to the task of farming Hellbats. Both champions committed to almost constant battle against the spawned minions, and I was brimming with 2,500 Infernal Essence by the end of it.

      We’d become much more efficient in our farming methods, and before my champions retired each day, I ordered them to spar each other. The half-troll’s new halberd wasn’t quite capable of cutting through the imp’s shadow-spheres, but she could divert their trajectory a little by catching them in the flat of her blade. Surprisingly, Puck was capable of dodging her swings and swooping beneath her guard. They didn’t pull any punches, and I found myself repairing their wounds quite frequently.

      The two champions were my best recourse for any adventurers who bypassed the Spring Traps and Hellbats in my antechamber, descended the first flight of stairs, and made it through the Pretzel. I would keep Puck and Bertha in the First Floor, between the corridor and my dais.

      Twenty Hellbats were hidden away in their secret tunnels, and I figured they were plenty for now. Five perched above the antechamber, ready to roll out the welcome carpet for any Adventurers stepping down into my depths. Ten others nestled in the small alcoves above the side-altars, and the last five were stationed in the corners of the First Floor.

      I performed more excavations while my champions rested. I didn’t make the rooms any larger but played with the detailing of the walls until they looked like they were formed out of giant obsidian bricks. I continued polishing the floors to make them glisten and reflect light like pristine pools of black liquid. It was a time-consuming endeavor, and I had to slowly consume and redistribute Physical Essence to make it work, but it was all worth it.

      The time spent farming and excavating helped me consider what to do next, and I decided my dungeon wasn’t complete without rewards. If my gaming days taught me one thing, it was that adventurers only plundered a dungeon for loot. The mountain hadn’t provided me with a single vein of metal ore yet, but I still had the composition of troll iron tucked comfortably away in my memory-bank.

      I poured Physical Essence into six cleavers, identical to the one Bertha had gifted to me. My consciousness fashioned the weapons and sharpened them to razor edges. I gave each a size variant but that was about the extent of what I could do with my limited knowledge. Some bore smaller handles and blades, and I tried to vary their construction to suit different hand sizes. I etched two with the Swiftness seal I’d found on Gavin’s club. With their designs completed in my consciousness, I brought them to life to sit on the side-altars.

      I infused Infernal Essence into the two seals and watched with satisfaction as a soft glow of energy hissed into the runes. The weapons became conduits of dark energy and gleamed with a dull red light, illuminating their two alcoves.

      I wove Physical Essence into leather to create comfortable hand-wraps that would aid an adventurer’s punch or his grip on a weapon. The small items of clothing curled into my alcoves, beside the cleavers. Next came a replica of Gavin’s mace, but I put it on the dais at the foot of my core’s cradle. It was an ugly weapon, made for an ugly fucker, so it’d suffice for any of Gavin’s friends.

      “Puck! Bertha! Join me at my core,” I willed them. “There are new traps adjacent to the First Floor’s entrance and the Pretzel. Watch out for them.”

      With a grin, I retreated my consciousness into my core once again. I found the elf avatar of Von Dominus inside the facets and summoned him. The floor beneath the dais liquified, and then the elf slowly rose from the surface like an actor appearing from beneath a theater stage.

      I could’ve spawned the avatar at the top of the stairs, right at the entrance, if I’d chosen to.  This was a serious advantage I hadn’t possessed as a core without a dungeon. I was Zagorath, and could summon, disassemble, build, and dig wherever the hell I damn well pleased.

      I reached out with the limber tendrils of my consciousness and possessed the elf once again. I let out a deep exhale and enjoyed the feeling of breathing, and of the blood pumping through hands and legs once again. It couldn’t hold a candle to being fucking omnipresent inside my own deathtrap-ridden Infernal halls, but it was nice to notice how the light of my gem flickered and dimly lit the First Floor.

      I heard Bertha and Puck moving, their footsteps and voices drawing closer. Relief filled me when Bertha slipped easily past both floor triggers and didn’t send a massive spike out of the ceiling or the ground.

      “You’ve returned to us, Master!” Puck cackled as he flew lazy loops around Bertha.

      My eyes settled on the half-troll, and I appreciated her curves for the first time in days. Well, it was the first moment my senses had been entirely devoted to her. I breathed in her beauty as the memory of our bedroom adventure came rushing back to me. I could only truly appreciate it now I was inside a flesh-and-blood body.

      “I’m glad to see you,” she said in her jazz-edged voice that stirred my blood.  

      “As am I to see you.” I swept my arms theatrically over the First Floor. “Zagorath is becoming everything it was meant to be. When Gavin’s comrades finally come looking for him, they’ll be in for one hell of a surprise.”

      “What are your orders, Master?” Puck asked.

      “You’re both my fastest and quietest champion, Puck,” I told him, layering on the praise, maybe a little too thick. “You’re the perfect scout. I need you to search out the ascent to Zagorath. If you catch even a glimpse of any adventurers, you fly into the second set of stairs, and call out. Do not return until they’ve arrived.”

      I knew they were on their way. News had reached Gavin through Jeff and Ma, and they must have told him about the dungeon core before he’d seen their corpses. He wouldn’t have kept the secret to himself, not if he was a member of the Sand Pirates. But was it a stretch to assume he was altruistic enough to inform the others? Would he have failed to contact them because he wanted the dungeon all to himself?

      “Are you sure that’s wise, Master?” Puck asked as a sly glint slid into his eyes. “Surely you will be more secure with both of us watching over you, rather than just my compatriot here?”

      “My wisdom is not for you to question,” I answered. “You’re the only one I can spare—and trust—to carry out this task effectively.”

      Bertha glanced at me, but she wasn’t offended. Her mouth ticked up, and her eyes clouded with desire. Yeah, she knew exactly what my intentions were.

      “Carry out your orders, Dungeon Champion,” I said to the imp with a conclusive note.

      I swear the little bastard winked at me as he zipped away. His cackle rang through the dungeon while he raced to the halls of the Pretzel before humming up toward the entrance as fast as his wings could take him.

      Bertha smile and the naked lust in her eyes grew until the imp was finally outside the dungeon. I stepped closer toward her without any hurry. She’d read the signs, and she was practically begging me to take her.

      “With all the work you’ve been doing, I thought you’d forgotten about me,” Bertha murmured in that salacious tone of hers. She let her poleaxe fall to the floor with a clatter. “The halberd was a generous reward, but I want more.”

      “More?” I asked. “Tell me exactly what you want, and I’ll give it to you.”

      “I want you, Von Dominus.” The half-troll grabbed my tunic and pulled it free of my chest. The garment hit the floor, baring the lean muscles of my elf beneath.

      Then I was close, my face barely an inch from hers. Her heavy breath brushed against my cheek with warmth, and a fanged smile spread across my face. I had forgotten. Not about her, not at all. But I’d forgotten the perks of possessing a flesh-and-blood being.

      I kissed the corner of her mouth, and her breath hissed through her teeth in response. My fangs sank into her neck; only a few millimeters, but it did the trick. Her whole body shuddered at the pleasure of it, and my fingers brushed the sides of her bare midriff. They traced over her ribs, finding the gnarled leather of her trollish garment.

      “You are to be rewarded,” I breathed in her ear. “In the fullest manner possible.”

      That was her breaking point.

      Suddenly, the world pitched as she tackled me to the floor, but I was no longer just a weakling elf. Her own strength now raced through my veins in potent savagery. Her mouth was against mine in an instant, kissing me with wondrous force. Her tongue slid into my mouth as my hands curled into the powerful muscle of her ass and her thighs. My fingers found the fastenings of her bodice, and the knots fell apart with a few well-placed tugs.

      I groaned as her teeth sank into my own neck, and I laughed at her mimicry. My right hand caressed her opening, and she squeezed my shoulders as though trying to crush me. My left hand gripped her breast and fondled while her hips rocked against me. I throbbed within my pants and thought to tear them off when the half-troll slid down to my crotch and removed my pants almost delicately.

      The first and final delicate movement of the night.

      She took me in her hands and then we were complete, united in our thirst for passion. Her hips torqued as she straddled me, her breasts beaded with sweat. Then she used her powerful arms to spin us both so I was on top of her. My tongue found the full curves of her breasts and ventured to the hardness of her nipples.

      The dimly-lit halls of the First Floor shook with a half-troll’s moans as her hands found my hair and pulled me closer to her chest. I could have died within her flesh, suffocated between and within the fullness of her.

      Except this was only the beginning of my avatar’s timer, and Puck would be gone for the whole hour.
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      The echo of Bertha’s final, animalistic moan had barely died away before Puck’s shrill cry rang out. The imp’s clarion call continued as he swept down the stairs and toward the Pretzel.

      Had the Sand Pirates finally arrived?

      I couldn’t communicate telepathically with the imp while in my avatar form, and didn’t think it kind to Bertha to allow the imp to burst in while she was stark naked. I gave her a passionate kiss, then shifted my consciousness so it returned to the core on its pedestal once again.

      At least Puck had obeyed my orders—he’d stayed just shy of the Pretzel while he howled for my attention out of sight. No saying he hadn’t heard anything, but at this point, my mind was far too charged with excitement to care.

      Bertha grinned as she watched my elf dissolve into the floor. The half-troll then flipped off her back and landed smoothly on her feet like a circus acrobat. She caught hold of her bodice and refastened it before wrapping her battle skirt around her hips. Her fingers found her flowing hair and tied it into a braid. Her halberd shot to her hands after she scooped it up with her foot.

      She was ready for my orders only a few minutes after she’d climaxed; just my kind of girl.

      “Reward enough?” I chuckled to her.

      “Thank you… Master.” The way she teased out the last word playfully made my jewel flicker mischievously in response.

      I ordered Puck into the First Floor’s chamber, and he sprang out of the shadows eagerly. The little guy must’ve had a constant flow of caffeine instead of a bloodstream because the energy levels he had at his disposal were fucking unnatural. I was pleased by it, though—he was my eyes and ears outside of Zagorath and likely fast enough to outrun any potential dungeon divers he discovered. Shadow Crag was quickly becoming familiar territory for him, and that worked for me.

      “What do you have to tell me?” I asked from within my jewel.

      “There is a party bound for Zagorath, Master.”

      “Sand Pirates?”

      “Not these.”

      “What are they then?” If these weren’t Gavin’s pals, then they must have heard about Zagorath through some other means. It would mean more visitors to my dungeon, but I was happy to entertain any and all guests just for the chance to grow stronger.

      “Probably best to call them raiders, Master,” the imp replied. “The name adventurer would not be accurate for thieves and brigands such as these.”

      “What more can you tell me of them?”

      “There are thirty in all.”

      Thirty? Fucking hell. I had five blades, two massive spikes, and twenty Hellbats. And, as I realized after a moment, I had my two champions. We’d killed Gavin as well as an entire horde of imps and a mother-son duo of trolls. Von Dominus wasn’t to be counted out, either, but I was better off using my traps, minions, and champions to deal with the impending horde.

      “We can handle them, Master,” Puck said, as though able to read my troubled thoughts. “Twenty-eight are half-orcs, by the looks. Their enchanted brandings aren’t like Gavin’s either. The sigils look less refined, most likely fashioned by an unskilled hand.”

      “What about the other two?” I asked.

      “Humans. One appears to be a man of magic, and the other has a refined branding much like Gavin had.”

      “We will kill them all,” Bertha growled. “Zagorath with never fall to half-orcs and a pair of humans.”

      “We won’t be killing all of them,” I cautioned.

      “You do not want to consume their essence?” Puck asked, surprised.

      “We need at least one survivor to spread word of the dungeon,” I explained. “We can’t kill our only method of advertisement.”

      “Understood,” the half-troll said. “Then we will brutalize all except one. Perhaps the human. They have big mouths.”

      I smiled at that and realized Bertha knew nothing about my history as a human. She was definitely right, though, about our mouths.

      “What should we do now, Master?” Puck circled above my jewel like an eager child.

      I cast my mind up to my entrance, but I couldn’t feel any disturbance in the air around it. There wasn’t anything to say these raiders weren’t a couple of feet away from it, just silently watching and talking amongst themselves.

      I turned my mind to my Physical Essence but didn’t have enough to build anything useful except for a few more traps. They would take time to position and craft, but I could summon Hellbats almost instantaneously. I still had 400 Infernal Essence but didn’t want to pour everything into a horde of minions.

      Before I could make a decision, I felt the first raider step into the dungeon. My consciousness reflexively fluttered away from the essence, as though it had suddenly become out of reach. Snarling to myself, I tried to catch hold of it, but it was lost to me. The corner of my jewel that could excavate, build, and shape things from essence was shut off. The abilities I had come to rely on were imprisoned within a metaphorical concrete bunker.

      Then I realized what had happened: I couldn’t change my dungeon or summon more minions after a visitor entered my gates. It was something instinctive and integral to my nature as a dungeon core.

      I felt more feet on my entrance steps and refocused, dismissing the limitation in half a second. They filtered down, one after the other. I spotted the half-orcs instantly—huge, blunt tusks jutted out of their grey faces and narrowed eyes below ridged foreheads also gave them away. They weren’t exactly Gavin’s level of ugly, but what might a human being have fucked to create one of these guys?

      They were cautious as they proceeded down the staircase, pausing with each step and waiting almost a full thirty seconds before continuing. Their wary movements gave me time to inspect their equipment. Some carried torches flickering with pitch, ugly but useful additions to decorate and illuminate my dungeon.

      Their weapons formed a motley collection, but they were all goldmines to a dungeon core. Curved swords of dull metal with leather-wrapped hilts hung down from their sides. I couldn’t even build a sword at this point to decorate my dungeon or give to Von Dominus. There were short spears with wide blades that would make perfect dungeon spikes. One half-orc, shorter and slimmer than the others, carried two slender daggers, completely different from Bertha’s cleaver. Some of the weapons glistened with Infernal Essence, and I suppressed the giddy thought of absorbing more of them to create new weapons with differing effects. The time would come for that; right now, I had to focus on dealing with these fools.

      The amount of Soul Essence swirling down the staircase from my entrance was enough to make my mental mouth water. I needed that delicious, golden buffet to create, to transform, to make more and more minions.

      My jewel flickered in anticipation as the raiders continued their descent with measured steps. The tendrils of my consciousness hovered near the Hellbats as they hibernated, utterly unaware of my intention to call upon them. I could already imagine the chaos, but I needed all of the raiders inside my dungeon’s antechamber before I awoke the first minion. I’d pull the trigger and start a shitfest to stir the bats into a frenzy, and I almost yipped with the joy of it. If I wanted clean kills, I’d need four times the number of Hellbats I already had. With only five in the Antechamber, I’d need to move a few from the Pretzel to make a good first impression.

      As I issued the command to the dormant minions, the last pair of raiders entered my dungeon: the humans. The first was a young man, fit from hard work, carrying a weapon glowing with an Infernal sigil. The whole weapon was shimmering with essence; it was not merely a conduit. The second I saw it, I attempted to consume the weapon, but I came up against that same mental wall that had prevented me building traps while my dungeon had visitors.

      I might not have been able to eat the weapon now, but I would later. The guy carrying it was dead. I’d have to save the other human as my dungeon’s primary advertiser.

      The old guy behind him carried a staff shining with a steady, guiding light. Carved into the wood was another Infernal sigil, but as I could see no residual essence floating off the light source, I assumed the staff illuminated without the need for fuel. Torches would require constant upkeep, but this staff could be a more permanent, resource-sparing solution to Zagorath’s lighting problem.

      The old man’s robes brushed across the steps as he moved down. They were definitely the robes of a priest, and the symbol on the garment’s front reminded me of Lilith. Was he devoted to Lilith? I supposed it didn’t matter; Lilith hadn’t ordered me not to kill her priests.

      He was practically glowing with the characteristically red-edged, golden aura of Soul Essence. Was it his age, his years of channeling Essence into weapons, or did he possess some kind of potent, hidden power? I didn’t know how exactly adventurers harvested and manipulated the energy of dungeons and monster. It was all a mystery to me.

      The more I focused on the priest, the more I felt there was more to him—or, at least, more to his equipment. I centered my consciousness on a pouch hanging from his belt, sensing something that changed the game entirely.

      It was a consciousness not unlike my own, buried behind a container of some kind. It deafened her voice, but I knew she was pleading for help. I could tell the voice was feminine, but I couldn’t quite say why. Something reached out and connected with me, a dull cry that electrified my heart. The jolt of energy further roused my curiosity, and I spent almost a full minute mentally dissecting the object within the leather pouch.

      Then I found it.

      A small, azure jewel was hidden beneath the leather folds, an egg-like shell covered in binding magic keeping her from breaking out. Each time I flickered over her, she recoiled, hardening her mental defenses. But I could sense her there as she trembled, and I knew instinctively what she was: another dungeon core.

      But how? How was there another core here? Had they torn her from her own dungeon and forced her to travel with them? Is that what I would’ve become, if not for Bertha and Puck?

      Too many questions, not enough time. I had to rescue her.

      Now I had two priority targets: the kid and the priest.

      “I thought you said this dungeon was in its infantile stages, old man,” a half-orc screamed at the priest. “What do you call this? The walls are decorated, and I can hear the hum of power. It should have taken decades to get to this stage.”

      “I thought it was a new dungeon, but clearly Lilith has given this one much guidance. Or perhaps it has stumbled upon greatness itself? There are legends of an incredibly ancient dungeon that once ruled from Zagorath.”

      “Legends? I don’t give a fuck about legends. I want loot, and I’m not willing to die in the process.”

      “Will you quit being so gutless?” another half-orc said before he kicked Renkish in the back, sending him tumbling down the final steps and crashing to the very door of my antechamber.

      The rest of the raiders roared as they charged inside it. They paused all of a sudden upon noticing the room was entirely empty. They must have been expecting chests filled with treasure, and I could feel their disappointment seep through my dungeon’s floors.

      “Where’s all the loot?” Renkish asked after he scrambled to his feet.

      “Must be further down. There’s stairs over there.” A half-orc gestured behind the wall bearing the bat mosaic.

      As the raiders ventured toward the staircase leading to the First Floor, I pulled the trigger on the Hellbats, reaching into their minds and feeding their hungry desire for blood. I sent four from the Pretzel’s hallways and blasted them up into the antechamber vents. Then nine of the red-eyed, white-fanged vampire bats set upon the raiders all at once.

      The fools were thrown into chaos, and I watched with glittering satisfaction as a half-orc fell, his throat torn asunder by a Hellbat. Blood fountained in the air before my minion shot toward the next target.

      I winced as my connection with one of the Hellbats severed; the kid with the incredible sword had torn through it easily. The human stood over the corpse and stole the Infernal Essence, pulling it into a tattoo on his shirtless back in a similar manner to when my jewel absorbed it.

      Of course; that was how the tattooed-sigils worked. It was the key for adventurers to grow their own power by consuming Infernal Essence. Dungeons and adventurers, the two elements of this world went hand in hand.

      The kid sliced a wing off a bat, and his face set into a grim line as he crushed its skull with his boot. Another raider howled as a Hellbat smashed him into the wall and pinned him there while it tore at his eyes and face. The half-orc’s head and neck soon became a waterfall of blood. When the others attempted to rescue him, my Hellbat took flight and evaded their clumsy swings.

      “All for you, Lilith.” I grinned as blood bathed my obsidian floors.

      My bats were a brilliant minion for the shadows—the raiders could barely make anything out in the blood-red light filtering through the obsidian bat’s eyes and wings. The raiders’ confusion didn’t last long, and they eventually regrouped and formed a tight circle. My Hellbats couldn’t withstand the rekindled passion, and I called them to retreat. They vanished up into the vents, out of sight, and I did a quick headcount.

      Four left. Fuck.

      Five had fallen, absorbed into the raiders’ tattooed sigils. The kid had killed at least two of them.

      While my guests laughed and congratulated each other, I counted their number. I’d narrowed their party down to twenty-six, wounding others, but still leaving them able to fight. The four corpses were barely offered a prayer by their comrades; instead, the survivors pilfered the corpses and argued for a few moments over who would inherit what.

      “Enough!” the priest yelled, and the half-orcs all looked to him. “The dungeon is not yet complete. You’ve earned only spoils taken from the bodies of your dead brothers. Do you wish to celebrate over defeating a handful of bats, or do you desire the treasure that most certainly lurks deeper into this dungeon?”

      The half-orcs shared a few glances and then nodded their agreement. My jewel practically burst with excitement—I’d worried that the first wave might have scared a few into leaving. Their essences and equipment were too precious to allow them to leave, and I probably would have sent my champions racing after them if they’d tried. I checked in with Puck and Bertha and found them waiting in the First Floor. They would be ready as soon as these raiders entered through the corridor.

      Well, not all the raiders; my traps would almost certainly whittle down their number.

      They spread out, investigating the chamber as they inched closer to my spring-loaded Bladed Fan trap. I needed them confused and less careful with their movements, so I sent my Hellbats back into the antechamber. The minions exploded from the ceiling vent again and surged into the ranks of adventurers.

      One hapless adventurer fought off a bat with his sword but made the mistake of stepping on my trap’s trigger. A loud click echoed through the antechamber, and I commanded my Hellbats to take flight, out of the path of the fan blades. All the half-orcs seemed to realize the folly of their comrade immediately, but their realization came too late.

      My perfectly-shaped projectiles of razor-sharp troll iron hissed free of the trap and launched from their hidden place in the wall. The blades rippled through the air at chest height, and the shortest of the half-orcs lost his head instantly. The decapitated head spun through the air and showered his friends in blood and gore while severed muscles and spine trailed behind it. The truncated corpse toppled over, bathing my floor in red, sweet, delicious blood.

      Another raider caught one in the back, and I watched as it sank straight through his leather armor, cracked his ribs, and slid deep into his vitals. Another blade took off half of another’s jaw, ripping it from his skull and sending it spinning to the ground like an afterthought. The blade continued spinning and bouncing off bone until it found another half-orc. It pierced straight into his groin and opened up precious arteries before cleaving away what he valued most.

      The fourth fan blade severed an arm, its sword still clutched in spasming fingers as it tumbled to the ground. The last blade wedged itself into a collarbone, cracked it like an eggshell, and sprayed the contents of the half-orc’s veins over his friends.

      Satisfaction boiled in my jewel; I almost wished I had a mouth, so I could grin. My bloodthirstiness was a little surprising, and I wasn’t sure whether it was a result of my vampire-like avatar, my dungeon instincts, or my affinity to the Infernal Realm. Maybe all three?

      The Hellbats stirred into a frenzy from the sheer amount of spilled blood. The minions became heedless to the raiders’ attacks, diving through the ranks despite the blades cutting them down. Just to score a taste of the precious scarlet substance leaking from wounds and running through veins, they latched onto limbs, throats, hands, and anything else they could find. Still more blood splashed onto my sable floor and ran in rivulets along the channels separating the tiles.

      The priest with the glowing staff moved with surprising strength as he swatted one of my Hellbats from above him. The monster tumbled along the floor before lifting itself into the air again, only to be met with its end by the kid’s Essence-infused longsword. The human pair drank in the Infernal Essence with their sigils, and I retreated my consciousness into the walls to watch them. Their skilled movements actually entertained me, and I was left admiring the sigils on the kid’s sword.

      I needed them.

      I instilled the Hellbats with fear, and the emotion caused them to retreat back into the safe confines of the vents. I couldn’t order them as easily as my champions since they weren’t very intelligent, but a good dose of emotion did the trick.

      While the raiders paused to tend to their wounds and loot over the corpses of their comrades, I surveyed the damage I’d done to their numbers. The blades of my trap and the Hellbats had claimed nine of their lives, but there were still twenty-one left.

      “That was tough,” the kid said, speaking for the first time. “Did you know it would be this difficult, Alaxon?”

      “Ah, this is just the beginning, Ralph,” the priest answered as he leaned on his staff. “This dungeon is far more powerful than I assumed.”

      The half-orcs barely paid attention to the pair of humans, so I figured they weren’t actually the leaders but likely late additions to the party.

      “Zagorath will not stand to our combined might, nor the might of the Dark Reaper!” Ralph brandished his sword and lifted it up high like a beacon of power, while the half-orcs looked at him like he’d just grown a second head. Some stifled chuckles under their breath, while others gazed at the sword as if just waiting for my dungeon to claim the kid so they could take away his weapon.

      I might have wondered how Ralph had learned of my dungeon’s name, but I was too busy trying to curb my own laughter. Not only was Ralph confident, but he was also great at fulfilling a bunch of tropes. A named sword, a lame declaration, and a mentor that looked like a wizard; was he going for the epic fantasy hat-trick?

      Had he also been an orphan farmboy not too long ago? I didn’t plan on letting him complete his chosen-one destiny, and his Dark Reaper would be mine after I dismantled and absorbed it. The two-handed sword would look particularly formidable in the hands of my elf avatar.

      My first party had entered my depths, and I was only just getting started.
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      “They’re getting closer,” I warned my minions. “Twenty-one left.”

      “Then let them come.” Bertha’s fingers tightened around her poleaxe.

      “In the name of the Goddess!” Puck added.

      I turned my attention back to the dead raiders. I couldn’t build or transform essence while they stood in my dungeon, but the precious Soul Essence floating above their corpses was right there for the taking. Before I could draw in the essence, the raiders who were alive sucked it into the heart of their tattoos. They seemed to grow stronger, and I wondered why they didn’t just kill each other to gain in strength. In fact, they probably did it all the time—a ruthless society in the Sinarius Realms I’d need to adapt to.

      The surviving guests crept down the steps, away from the glowing red eyes of my menacing wall feature. They were moving far more cautiously now, eyes sweeping from side to side and weapons ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Ralph and Alaxon stayed at the back, happy to let the avarice of the others spur them into the deaths I had planned for each of them. This pair was smart, but they’d soon be dead, their essence and equipment added to my growing repertoire.

      “What the fuck is this place?” one of the half-orcs muttered, tightening his grip on his spear.

      “If the traps are that strong, the rewards will be worth our toil,” the half-orc called Renkish told him, his eyes glittering with greed.

      Renkish’s promise of spoils was infectious, and they cleared the steps three at a time, reaching the Pretzel in mere seconds.

      “Looks like there’s a few alcoves with treasure in them,” a half-orc commented.

      “Should we all go together?” another asked, his overhanging jaw trembling with fear. “There’s no telling what surprises might be in there.”

      “Nah,” Renkish said, and it was clear he wanted to share his treasure with no one. “We’ll split up. Grab what you find, then regroup at the entrance to the next corridor.”

      After they reached an agreement, they filtered off into the hallways.

      “This seems too easy,” Ralph whispered to the priest. “Why simply leave equipment here?”

      “It’s the nature of dungeons, lad. They need to provide an incentive for folks to enter them.”

      “Could it be a trap?”

      “Most certainly,” Alaxon replied with a sly smile. “Which is why we wait for these half-orc fools to trigger them.”

      As the raiders filtered into the alcoves, my polished obsidian walls reflected the flickering light of the torches they carried. With a cry of triumph, the first half-orc to the altars scooped up his spoils. A similar cry rang from the raider beside him as he wrapped his hands around a replica of Bertha’s cleaver. The two now sported weapons infused with Swiftness sigil, so they would be more difficult to fight, but I wanted to boost their confidence a little more. It wouldn’t serve me well if they turned tail and fled my dungeon; I needed them to remain in order to wring their corpses dry of essence.

      “I know this marking,” Renkish said, turning his hands over a cleaver. “Only the Sand Pirates had access to it. Makes you quicker than a fucking crossbow bolt. Finally, some luck!”

      Heh. He had no idea what was waiting for him on the First Floor.

      The other raiders weren’t as satisfied with their scores, and those who hadn’t scored equipment looked on their luckier brethren with envious eyes. If I didn’t plan on killing them all, then there were a whole lot of backs that would end up with the business end of a knife stabbed through them.

      After they all gathered outside the corridor leading to the First Floor, Renkish led a discussion about tactics. Most of it sounded like hot air and I tuned out after only a second.

      I’d served up the entrée; now for the main course.

      I reached out, the tendrils of my consciousness locating the bats hidden above the side altars in the alcoves. With a deafening cacophony of screeches, the creatures swooped from the ceiling and crashed into the backs of the raiders. Fangs sank into two unlucky jugulars before a handful of raiders scurried into the corridor. They were almost at the triggers to my Troll Iron Spike Traps, but they paused to gather their wits.

      I couldn’t help feeling disappointed and it only increased when the more courageous raiders sliced my Hellbats from the air. My minions’ essence flowed free from my grasp and straight into the intruders’ tattoos. This was all part of the game Lilith wanted me to play, but even so, I hated watching others take my essence. Rather than command my Hellbats to retreat, I allowed the raiders to kill them all before they moved off into the corridor.

      Nineteen were left; I’d chopped down almost half of them.

      It was now time to speed up the process. Who better to contribute than my very own hyperactive champion? At my direction, Puck spoke, his grating voice magnified almost three times by the acoustic curves of the First Floor’s walls.

      “You have taken the offerings of Lilith,” he intoned, his voice booming for such a small body. “And her justice shall be swift and visceral.”

      The half-orcs barely flinched at the voice. Renkish just laughed and stepped forward, raising his new-found cleaver and a gleaming cutlass in his other hand. I could see the Swiftness sigil glowing, and I took a moment to admire my handiwork. It would make him faster, sure, but my Spring Traps were faster still. Better yet, he wasn’t expecting them.

      Intelligent and experienced dungeon divers might have used magic to detect traps, or tossed objects into unexplored rooms to trigger them, but this group was both stupid and uninformed. Ralph and Alaxon seemed content to allow the half-orcs to explore the mysterious terrain of my dungeon, and the raiders seemed too eager for spoils to even consider why the human pair was hanging back.

      “The bounties of Lilith are not for the hands of mortals,” the imp continued.

      I sent a blinding flash of light from my core, illuminating the whole First Floor and into the corridor before returning to a shimmering glow.

      “It’s the dungeon,” the old priest said with a dry chuckle. “It fears for its core.”

      Alaxon seemed like an unusual ally at that moment, his words working the half-orcs into a veritable fury.

      Ralph must have gotten wind of the plan because he lifted his head and yelled. “Hear me, Infernal Dungeon! I am Ralph Kraus, the Chosen One, and I will purge your evil from this realm. Your demonic power will have no further sway over the land.”

      Was this guy for real? He must have laid it on a little too thick because the half-orcs simply laughed at the kid. He was giving me a run for my money when it came to overbearing speech. From the firm set of his mouth and the excellently-crafted longsword in his hands, I couldn’t count him out as a total lunatic. He was one of the few left without a scratch on him.

      As for the old man, his time would come. Even though my mind was focused on dealing with the raiders, I hadn’t forgotten about that precious stone hiding in his pouch. I didn’t want to kill him because he could speak far and wide of my dungeon after I let him live, but I still planned on stripping that pouch from his waist. Then I’d give him an ultimatum: attempt to retrieve the pouch and die or leave the dungeon alive.

      “First one to the core gets it!” Ralph yelled before he sprang forward. The Swiftness sigil worked as intended, and he surged along the tiles like a pebble dashing across pristine water.

      I half expected the speedy half-orc to sail over the floor triggers, but the edge of his boot caught one, and a loud click echoed through the passage. Before his right foot could carry him forward, a huge blade cannoned out of its sheath in the floor. I felt every inch of it as it ripped through his groin, sliced arteries, and shredded intestines. His scream tore through the whole First Floor before the spike retracted, yanking him down and smashing whatever was left of his skeleton into mashed bones.

      The others recoiled, but it didn’t take long before they were all scrambling to absorb Renkish’s essence. I figured I’d let them have every last drop; it wouldn’t be long before it was all mine anyway. I planned on letting only the priest survive, and he didn’t seem all that interested in consuming essence anyway. But I really wanted to inspect what was in his pouch, and I figured I could do a bit of multitasking.

      “Get that pouch from the old priest,” I willed Puck. “But don’t kill him.”

      My winged champion blasted down from the ceiling, a shadow-sphere swirling into existence in his clawed hand. The imp pitched the ball of darkness directly toward Alaxon, and the old man managed to spin as it struck him square in the chest. The priest recoiled and gagged as the foul magic blinded him and slid deep into his lungs.

      The half-orcs were unconcerned by the attack on the humans, using the opportunity to surge into my First Floor. They gave Renkish’s corpse a wide berth, every one of them missing the second trigger,

      As Puck harassed the priest, Ralph leaped to his defense but my champion was too fast—he slipped under the kid’s sword and moved for Alaxon. The imp curled into a ball and smacked into the old man’s chest like a winged blowing ball. The ancient man stumbled backward, unable to keep his balance, and his foot found the trigger of the last spike trap.

      Fuck. I’d told Puck not to kill the guy, but then he’d gone and stepped on the trigger.

      The old man planted his staff and tried to vault from the triggered tile but was too slow. The spike rent him wide open, ripped through his neck, shattered his shoulder, and bit through his collarbone until it found his heart and wedged itself in tight against his ribcage. Blood exploded from his mouth, and then, with a whirring clunk, the spike retracted, ripping him off his feet and shattering his frail corpse against the ceiling.

      Shit. I’d just lost my dungeon’s best potential advertiser. I couldn’t trust any of the half-orcs to do a decent job, so I’d have to settle with Ralph. He wouldn’t be so bad, though, since he certainly possessed the ability to wax eloquent.

      Alaxon collapsed to the floor, a shapeless mess of meat and bone. His pouch fell, and the dungeon core span out of it like a coin. The jewel rotated edge over glistening blue edge before coming to rest in a shadowed corner.

      “Alaxon!” Ralph screamed. “No!”

      With a relentless fury, he came at Puck.

      The imp met the kid at the corridor’s exit and hurled a shadow-sphere, but Ralph’s weapon cut the magic in half. The descending blade didn’t stop there, either. I watched in horror as the sword ripped Puck from skull to foot, tearing him in half in a shower of blood and steaming entrails. His essence, now free of its corporeal form, swirled in the air for a moment. But before Ralph’s sigil could absorb him, the mass of energy whipped toward the nearest surface of my dungeon. With a flood of essence that couldn’t begin to match my flood of relief, I felt the imp whirl into my core. His consciousness was not like the usually hyperactive, cunning, and irritating being I knew; it was inert but safe inside my core.

      It seemed there was an advantage to being a dungeon champion; immortality wasn’t a bad perk at all.

      Ralph snatched the dungeon core from where it had fallen on the floor and raced forward. The other half-orcs had paused at the end of the corridor, too fearful to move into the main chamber. They craned their necks to gaze at the likeness of Lilith. Ralph stood behind them, a few of the half-orcs turning to acknowledge him. They all gazed at him with appreciation, offering a few words of consolation and congratulations for slaying the imp, but Ralph ignored them all. Burning in his eyes was a fire, a desire to destroy my dungeon.

      I could use that.

      While the raiders were occupied with discussions of the traps and monsters that might lie in wait for them on the journey from the corridor to the dais, I returned to Alaxon’s corpse. By focusing entirely on the single action of absorbing the golden substance floating from his mangled body, every last speck shot toward the dais and siphoned into my jewel.

      There was something more to the priest’s Soul Essence—it wasn’t quite as sweet as Gavin’s had been, but was pleasing in another way. It was like a century-old wine, whispering with echoes of magical memories. And it was potent, filling my resource pool far faster than any of the others had. I’d have time to ponder on it later.

      “We’ll move slowly,” Ralph said, breaking my thoughts and returning my attention to the raiders. The kid had obviously taken command after Renkish had died, so I guessed killing Puck seemed to have earned him the right to lead. “Every step needs to be careful. Watch the ground, now. If you see any change in the surface color or texture, it’s likely a trap. We’ll draw lots to see who goes first.”

      The kid tore at the fabric of his trousers and frayed the edges to produce cotton threads, then the surviving raiders all picked a length. Eventually, the order had been determined and the unluckiest of all the half-orcs ventured forward.

      “It’s your time to shine, Bertha,” I said. “Show me what you can do.”

      She’d been waiting in the shadows, hidden from anyone peering out of the corridor, but now she stepped into view. Her emerald-green skin bathed in a red glow as she spun her poleaxe in her signature flourish.

      “Scalpers! Proceed!” Ralph said calmly.

      The raiders fanned out from the corridor, their eyes as much on the tiles in front of them as on the half-troll who lay in wait. When the last half-orc entered the chamber, Ralph sprang forward. He moved with intention as he blurred toward her; he was moving so fast that I doubted a trap would have triggered, even if I’d installed one in this room.

      I’d been calling Ralph a kid, but I now realized he was anything but. Whether it was the magical sword he carried or some kind of pent-up rage, I didn’t know.

      When the two titans collided, Ralph swept his blade in a powerful arc, looking to cleave Bertha’s head from her shoulders. The half-troll was equally fast, flooded with the sigil of her Savage Halberd, and she blocked the man’s strike with an almost contemptuous ease. She lifted her foot and kicked Ralph in the gut, sending him sliding over the polished obsidian floor.

      The other raiders gathered their nerves and retraced the steps of their new leader. They were still wary of potential traps, but they’d seen Ralph sprint forward without consequence, so they soon became confident. In a matter of seconds, they would surround my half-orc champion, and she would become overwhelmed.

      I wanted to save Von Dominus for a final, terrifying encounter, but I still had a few Hellbats up my sleeve. I summoned the last of them from the vents in the ceiling, and they swarmed into the blanketed darkness, their shining red eyes agleam with the promise of blood. One monster found a throat, another the inside of an arm. The injured raiders stumbled into their friends, a few deciding that now was the time to run.

      “There’s no loot in here,” a terrified half-orc screamed as the bats tore his comrades to shreds.

      A pair of orcs joined him as they fled back through the corridor, and I watched with bloodthirsty glee as my hidden, augmented spikes ripped more of them to pieces, yanking and eviscerating their bloody forms against the floor and ceiling. And still, my Hellbats added to the chaos as they swirled, diving for bared skin, bloody wounds, and for anything that still stood on two legs.

      Ralph and Bertha continued to exchange blows, neither inflicting so much as a cut on the other. The half-troll didn’t even look like she was exerting herself whereas Ralph’s muscular body glistened with sweat and his chest heaved with exhaustion. In no hurry, Bertha moved forward, and that berserker grin I loved so much spread wide across her face. As he split the air with a skilled swing, Bertha’s halberd whipped around to intercept it. The shaft of her weapon cracked off his shoulder and he backed off, giving himself distance.

      They were locked in a battle that didn’t seem like it would end anytime soon, and there were still nine raiders left. The half-orcs were coated in blood—either their own or that of their compatriots—and they looked pissed. These were the survivors of traps, monsters, and champions. They weren’t so easily killed, nor would they flee from the battle. Despite the obvious odds, they would remain until the last half-orc died.

      Now was the time for Von Dominus to make an entrance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The dais shifted and the obsidian turned to liquid. I spawned my elf, and he rose from the glistening black rock like a demon from the deepest pits of hell. His eyes gleamed silver on black, and I reached out, my consciousness animating him like a lightning bolt. My elvish eyes combed over the raiders before me, drinking in their fear and confusion. They knew so little about dungeons and weren’t expecting this avatar in all his vampiric glory.

      I couldn’t help a smile of contemptuous pleasure from forming on my face. I’d left my tunic behind after Bertha’s reward, so my chest was bare. But it didn’t matter because it increased the intended effect; I looked like the spawn of hell itself. And I was.

      “Welcome to Zagorath.” My voice was smooth and sharp, the tone laced with challenge. I spread my arms wide and gestured at the walls of the First Floor while the raiders were frozen by my appearance. Even Ralph had allowed his two-handed sword to drop, and Bertha hadn’t taken the opportunity to execute him—she was enjoying my display of power far too much. “I trust the Scalpers have enjoyed my hospitality?”

      I used the same name Ralph had to address the raiders, and they seemed to quiver at my knowledge of their moniker.

      “You are the dungeon,” Ralph said, raising his sword and pointing it at me. Realization touched his face, but his eyes were still filled with a cold hatred promising vengeance.

      “Guilty as charged,” I said, my smile widening. “Ralph, isn’t it?”

      “You’ll pay for the death of Alaxon,” he snarled.

      “The old man? Oh, he was delicious,” I said, chuckling. “Tell me, Ralph. What was he to you? A father? A grandfather? Or just some man who told you that you were the Chosen One, that you were destined for greatness instead of shoveling shit on a farm?”

      I had no idea who Ralph even was—these were just guesses. I enjoyed shit-talking him, and I knew from decades of gaming what inciting someone to anger could do to their battle skills. My words were purposeful, an attempt to use his obvious grief to turn him rabid and predictable. From the way his face went livid, it seemed I’d hit more than one pressure point. Perfect.

      Ralph stepped forward, took his essence-imbued sword in two hands, and glared at me with an impressive amount of boiling hatred. “Your servants will die. I will bring this abomination to the ground and shatter your core. Everything you have built I will tear down around your head.”

      That just made me smile wider, and I took a step down the raised platform in further invitation. “Do your worst, Chosen One.”

      My use of his title was the breaking point; Ralph lunged forward but Bertha intercepted him, parrying his blade and forcing him to back off and re-evaluate his target. The kid had a lot of heart, but he was smart, too. He couldn’t kill me while my champion stood between us. The other half-orcs, not so much, and they surged toward the dais.

      I swept my eyes over the others, then found a half-orc staring at me in confusion. His tongue hung limply from his mouth, his pupils almost vacant. He was definitely the least intelligent of the bunch, and also had the great fortune of picking up the cleaver with the Swiftness rune from Renkish’s corpse.

      Thus, he was the prime candidate for my next move.

      I held my victim’s gaze and blasted his consciousness with my own, looking to steal his will away from him. Gavin had managed to ward off my attempt to take his mind, but he was far stronger than any one of these raiders. Ralph would have given him a run for his money, but I didn’t plan on taking his mind—at least not yet.

      My victim’s eyes widened, and he snarled while his comrades charged toward me. The half-orc was frozen to the spot, locked in this battle of wills despite his struggle to rid his mind of its interloper. Tilting my head, I probed again, harder this time, but it was like trying to claw my way up a cliff of greased glass. After a second that felt like minutes, a chink in his mental armor gave way, and I clung to it for all I was worth.

      The other raiders were a mere twenty-feet from my dais, closing in fast. I wrestled the stupid half-orc’s mind until it collapsed under the sheer force of my will.

      

      
        
        Charm Test… Success

        Jukha (Scalper) Enthralled!

      

      

      

      “Throw yourself upon your comrades!” I commanded the half-orc.

      He held his cleaver aloft, its blade glowing with a dark energy. Jukha surged forward, the light trailing behind him like an after-image as he pursued the other raiders.

      As the first half-orc leaped up onto the dais, I caught hold of the only weapon left to me—my reward for the raiders, a replica of Gavin’s Savage Mace. The Swiftness sigil shone as I took it in my hand, and the essence flooded from my body into the weapon. I spun to face my enemy as he raised two pig-sticking daggers. His movements were slowed, as though he was fighting while submerged in water. My club hit his face with a devastating crunch, caving in his skull. His head snapped to the side and sprayed bloodied brains over the half-orcs behind him.

      I’d learned my lesson from fighting Gavin, spending dozens of hours training my elf to learn his strengths and weaknesses. As long as an enemy didn’t get too close and take hold of me, I would be fine. And with the Swiftness sigil, I could evade almost any attack.

      I let the mace slip, and it turned end over end until it smacked into the wall. Before my first kill’s knees even had time to crumple, I’d caught one of his hands. I wrenched the wicked dagger from his grasp and gripped it in my palm, enjoying the weight of it and the harsh wooden handle against my skin. By far, this was a more fitting weapon for a Tainted Elf than a skull-cracking rock on a stick. I wasn’t sure whether the Swiftness rune would still be active if I dropped the mace, so I performed a quick test.

      My limbs raced as my dagger punctured a raider’s throat. His skin peeled before the keen point of my blade, spraying my hands and bare chest with his lifeblood.

      Yeah, I was still fast as hell. The Swiftness sigil must have stayed active even without the enchanted weapon, but I didn’t count on the effect being permanent.

      My enthralled half-orc finally pounded into the backs of his comrades, and they scrambled up the dais to escape his fury. A few raiders turned their attentions upon the traitor, and even a Swiftness enchantment couldn’t save Jukha from a dozen blades carving him into a thousand pieces.

      Well, he’d been helpful while he’d lasted.

      I moved like liquid carnage as I weaved through the half-orc ranks. They were certainly no comparison to Gavin, and I thanked Lilith for that. My dagger found hearts, kidneys, and intestines—all offerings to the Infernal Goddess that fell to the tiles. Whenever I felt the magic inside me waning, I doubled-back, kicked up the mace, and empowered my body with its sigil. I protected the weapon while fighting, not allowing the half-orcs within range of the object that could boost my speed at a mere touch. It was almost like an art form and I took almost as much pleasure in dashing their flesh with my blade as I did in making my dungeon beautiful.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bertha sinking her Savage Halberd into a raider’s chest, wedging the blade in his spine. Wailing, her victim remained on the weapon as she swung it into Ralph’s path. Ralph carved the half-orc in two with a downward slash, freeing Bertha’s blade in the process. My champion burst through the shower of blood to swiftly deliver a kick directly into Ralph’s chest, but she wasn’t done yet. As she landed, her other leg blasted out behind her, catching a half-orc in the face and dislocating his jaw with a grisly pop.

      Hands empty, I turned to an old trick of mine—kicking out the knee of the nearest Adventurer, from behind. His body kicked backward, instinctively, into my waiting hands.

      I caught hold of his head, a slim, strong elf arm wrapping around his neck. I torqued as he fell, feeling his neck come apart like a wet branch and sending his nerveless body to the floor. Bertha took advantage of an opening, and I watched as she wedged the blade of her poleaxe into the skull of another half-orc; she kicked out at his upper chest, ripping the weapon free of his head in a spray of black and scarlet.

      My next victim came racing in from the left, his scimitar looking to take my head clean off my shoulders. I closed the distance, muscle memory from thousands of VR fights overtaking any thought I might have had. I scooped up my dagger from the ground and spun into a reverse grip before parrying my opponent’s blade. The move sent his swipe up and over my head. I plunged the dagger into his exposed ribs, feeling it rip into his lungs. Twisting the knife, I wrenched it free of his chest, and then pounced on the next one.

      He’d backpedaled away from Bertha and now stumbled as he turned to look behind him. I leaped at the opportunity, my blade severing his trachea with a pleasant pour of blood. I smashed a knee into his kidney, and he crumpled to the floor. Another half-orc sliced at me, and I twisted too late. The blade ripped into my left shoulder, but I barely felt the pain through all the adrenaline in my veins. The triumph in my opponent’s eyes quickly turned to horror as my blade sank into his gullet, perforated his stomach, and bit into his spine. The raider stumbled backward with a gasp, just in time to find Bertha’s poleaxe. My whirling, muscle-bound maiden of death cleaved the head from his shoulders, then smashed the weapon’s haft into an unfortunate face, interrupting yet another attack.

      I caught the truncated torso and sank my teeth into warm flesh. The pain in my shoulder had quickly become debilitating, but I couldn’t see how much blood I’d lost because I was painted a dark crimson. None of that mattered now, at least not while I was lasciviously draining all the delicious blood from this half-orc.

      Ralph shoved through the remaining raiders to get to me, and I ripped my teeth free of the addictive flow of fresh blood. I tossed the drained corpse toward him, and it checked his momentum. Ralph stumbled a little but continued onward. A half-orc jumped between us, his weapon raised to strike me. Ralph’s mighty sword sang like a weapon of legend as it sundered my attacker in half and sprayed me in a crimson flow.

      Then Ralph came at me with all the fury of a hurricane.

      I was too far from the mace to use it to boost my speed, and the magic in my veins was quickly running dry.

      Bertha was tied up with the final three half-orcs, and they were more skilled than any of the others put together—they had survived this long for a reason. She could see I needed help, but there was no way she could get there in time. The raider trio knew her plans and they forced her further away from the dais.

      I could only keep blocking Ralph’s powerful strikes for a few more seconds before I’d be too slow. My avatar would die, and then Ralph would likely deal with Bertha. Then the dungeon core he had taken from Alaxon’s corpse would be lost to me.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      Ralph thrust forward, and I allowed the weapon to follow through. The blade sank into my chest, and I dropped my dagger. My hands gripped Ralph’s head, and I sank my fangs into his neck. I could taste the deliciousness of pure human blood, a delight unlike anything before. It was almost as though the Soul Essence within Ralph also flowed through his bloodstream. As I drank of his blood, the destroyed flesh surrounding his blade simultaneously warped and healed.

      The Dark Reaper had merged with me, every part of it now mine to command. Instead of boosting Ralph’s speed and strength, it now enhanced mine. I tore my fangs free of Ralph and wrapped my arms around him. Fear collated in his pupils, and I saw his lips whisper a prayer.

      Bertha now stood alone, the final three raiders corpses among the many others. “You said you would spare one,” she said to me as she cleaned her blade.

      “I did,” I replied. “But I want his sword, and it’s kinda impaling me right now. I can’t exactly give it back.”

      Ralph quivered in my arms, the farm boy now the only visible part of him. Where was the strong warrior, the valiant soldier who’d promised to tear down everything he’d built?

      I smiled and burst into laughter. I was enjoying being an evil dungeon master far too much, but my laughter sounded far too good as it bounced off my walls.

      My fingers delved into his pockets and snatched the dungeon core. An electric feeling surged down my palm, along my arms, and sent a jolt into my elvish heart. I shuffled backward and placed the precious stone beside the plinth where my own was cradled.

      “Spare me,” Ralph struggled to say.

      “Oh, I won’t be killing you. I want you to spread the name of Zagorath far and wide. Tell them of the spoils that can be found inside my dungeon.” I paused, realizing he would need some kind of prop for that to work. I didn’t have my dungeon senses at that moment, but I’d already sensed the sheer power of Ralph’s weapon. A sword like his would serve my dungeon well, but I also had to think long-term.

      I wasn’t quite ready for more adventurers yet, but I also didn’t want to risk losing an opportunity to advertise my dungeon. I couldn’t guarantee there’d be more chances in the future since I planned on killing every last adventurer after they eventually entered my lair.

      If Ralph left Zagorath without any weapons, then no one would believe my dungeon was worth delving into. I decided I’d give him the replica of Gavin’s mace; while it was nowhere near as powerful as the two-handed sword, it would still give credence to any tales about entering an Infernal Dungeon.

      “Bertha,” I said. “Grab the Savage Mace.”

      My champion obeyed.

      “Escort Ralph to my gates. Give him the weapon after he leaves.”

      “Understood,” she said as I shoved the farm boy into her arms. She easily restrained him despite his weak and fragile protests. Being drained of half his blood supply had really taken its toll, and without his sword, he was just another farm youth.

      I gave the so-called Chosen One a final smile as the half-troll led Ralph out from my dungeon at the point of her halberd.

      I gritted my teeth and wrapped my hands around the sword’s hilt. With a swift tug, I wrenched the blade free from my stomach. Blood spattered to the floor, and my elf’s vision quickly started to spot with black. I laid the sword and the dungeon core I’d stripped from Ralph’s pocket on the dais. Then I returned my consciousness to my jewel, and Von Dominus dissolved to mere essence. I absorbed every last ounce of him. He felt weaker in my dungeon core, but he healed as his being merged with the other Infernal energy lurking within me.

      A combination of Infernal and Soul Essences swirled around my chambers, tendrils of energy begging me to consume them. Items lay scattered throughout my floors, delicious blueprints lying within the new crafting materials. Ralph’s powerful sword took second place in the spoils of this campaign.

      And there was something greater.

      I peered at the jewel lying on the dais, and my entire being shuddered. The stone’s facets were a deep electric blue, and I could feel the voice lurking behind its fractal surfaces. I didn’t want to speak to it just yet; I wanted to savor the thought of who or what might lurk within it.

      Another dungeon core. Another one like me. A terrified female, but finally safe.

      My second defense of Zagorath was a success.

      Now it was time for even greater power.

      And to make a new friend.
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      Before I could introduce myself to the other core, a notification screen took shape in my consciousness.

      
        
        Von Dominus killed Half-Orc Scalpers x28!

        Infernal Essence +5,621

        Penalty: Infernal Essence -803

        Total Infernal Essence earned: +4,818

      

        

      
        Soul Essence +183

        Penalty: Soul Essence -13

        Total Soul Essence Earned: 170

      

        

      
        Von Dominus killed Alaxon the Sigil Artist!

        Infernal Essence +1,023

        Soul Essence +405

      

      

      

      Lilith’s magical programming had summarized all my kills except the old man, and I was glad I didn’t have to read through thirty boxes of after-battle text. I puzzled over the negative numbers for a second before assuming that Ralph had left with the missing essence belonging to me. In the future, I’d have to either pay more attention after an adventurer died or come up with a way to absorb essence passively.

      Maybe there’d be a sigil in the future that would siphon wayward essence while I spent my time guiding my minions? There were probably thousands of sigils I could discover with all kind of effects. The thought made my mind reel with potentials as I studied the readout for Alaxon.

      I’d thought the old man was a priest, but it turned out he was a sigil artist. I assumed he marked adventurers so they could wield enchanted Infernal equipment. Perhaps I shouldn’t have killed him; it might have been worth testing whether my avatar or my champions could also be imbued with magical sigils.

      For now, I had more important things to worry about, like meeting another dungeon core.

      “You’re safe now,” I projected my words to the other jewel as it glittered in the red light of my own.

      I extended my consciousness into the gem’s depths, yet I couldn’t grasp it. Electric energy seeped from every facet of the dungeon core, a different kind from Infernal Essence. This one snapped, crackled, and tingled. She was a real live-wire. But I couldn’t contact her, at least not with my consciousness. My dungeon core ate away at the container surrounding the other jewel, and then the sapphire-blue core burst with a sudden brightness. Ethereal clouds seethed from its surfaces before coalescing into a figure. My breath caught in my throat as I watched the foreign core summon an avatar. The process fascinated me even though I’d seen it plenty of times myself.

      I was right about the her part.

      A young woman swam into view, sitting on the step, her mouth set in a firm line. She was human, and damn, was she beautiful. Electric-blue clothing clung to her supple form and wonderfully complemented her tanned skin. Her garments were of typical fantasy fare—baring her taut midriff, slim hips, and smooth thighs. Soft golden-brown hair spilled free of a pristine white cowl and framed her delicate facial features. Sky-colored tights began halfway up her thighs and slipped effortlessly into knee-high boots that looked better built for dancing than fighting. Opera-style gloves covered her hands, forearms, and slender biceps, reaching almost to her shoulders. Between pupil-less eyes the color of her jewel, was a dainty nose that slid to a fine point.

      I barely glimpsed those sapphire-colored eyes when she hid them from me, peering down at her feet.

      “You’re safe,” I repeated, sitting down beside the core’s avatar, close but not too close.

      She didn’t say anything, but I saw a slight tremble in her shoulders as she tried to keep it together. Something had broken her—I didn’t know what it was, but instinctively reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. Providing her with some kind of simple, warm, non-threatening comfort seemed important. She flinched at my touch, but, encouragingly, didn’t try to struggle, or hit me.

      “My name is Von Dominus,” I told her, keeping my voice soft, careful. “What’s yours?”

      Her slender jaw worked as if she was chewing over the words, yet she said nothing. Her eyes found mine for the first time; my smile widened and I gestured toward the First Floor.

      “This is Zagorath, my dungeon; I’m a core, like you. These raiders were carrying you when they came in here—and this is what is left of them,” I said, squeezing her shoulder in a comforting gesture. “Whatever they did to you, whatever you’ve endured, you’re protected from this moment on.”

      Finally, her sweet voice cut into the silence.

      “Abigail. My name is Abigail.” There was magic in her voice; it was soft, breathy, and had a mellow tone, like a bell’s clear ring.

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Abigail,” I told her, smiling.

      She searched my face for a long moment. “You’re an Infernal Dungeon?”

      “Sure am.”

      “How, though?” she inquired. “I know little of the details, but it is common knowledge that they were all destroyed, plundered, and broken.”

      “I’m new,” I told her, a half-smirk touching my face.

      Her eyes widened. “How new?”

      “I couldn’t tell you,” I admitted, “But I can’t have been at this more than… what, four days? A week, maybe?”

      “That’s impossible,” Abigail told me. “You cannot be that young.”

      “Why not?” I asked, tilting my head playfully as I enjoyed her gaze.

      “Either you’re lying and very old, or your goddess has done something obscene.”

      “Like disobey the Pantheon?”

      “Yes. Gadrili told me the Pantheon forbade your goddess from creating any more Infernal dungeons.” Abigail’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked as I touched her face. She didn’t recoil but stared into my eyes, searching there as if she was looking to find my soul.

      “Gadrili was my dungeon pixie. She was killed.” Abigail sniffed, and I had to shake the desire to take her to my breast and console her. I was meant to be an Infernal Dungeon, dammit, but a weepy girl had brought out my sensitive side.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

      “She taught me a lot.” The storm avatar sniffed and then shook off her sadness. “Where is your pixie? She—or he—is obviously an excellent teacher. No newborn core could possibly excavate this much in a week without help from a very knowledgeable pixie.”

      “Oh, I don’t have a pixie,” I said. “In fact, I didn’t even know dungeons were meant to have them.”

      “What? No pixie?” Abigail’s mouth dropped. “How did you possibly survive?”

      I leaned back against my dais’ smooth surface. “Guess I’m a different breed of core. I learn fast, and I work faster. Well, that’s all I can put it down to, anyway.”

      She turned, a hand on her hip, her eyes combing over my bare, blood-splattered chest. A soft blush chased her cheeks but vanished as she managed to compose herself. My gut churned pleasantly in response, and I knew picking the Tainted Elf had been the right choice; the attractive blonde evidently couldn’t keep her eyes off me.

      “Where are you from, then?” Abigail asked. “You must have been a great builder in your past life. Perhaps a high-ranked adventurer? That would explain your great knowledge of dungeons.”

      “I wasn’t born in the Sinarius Realms,” I said plainly. “I came from another world. Lilith brought me here.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Yeah, I thought that too. But here I am,” I said, shifting and rolling a shoulder. The wound I’d caught from that sword had already healed over thanks to a good dose of Infernal Essence. “So, you’re from elsewhere in the Sinarius Realms?”

      She nodded, her glance flickering off my arms and back to my face. “From Ciryli’s Lands, to the West.”

      “I almost thought you might have come from my own world.”

      I now figured Lilith had chosen me from Earth to get around whatever restrictions the Pantheon had imposed upon her. I still wasn’t sure exactly how the goddess had managed interdimensional travel, but that was a mystery to leave for another day.

      “I was chosen by her to be a dungeon,” she said. “Lived a perfectly normal life as the daughter of a farmer, until the priestesses brought me to her. She gave me an option – to become her instrument, proclaim her beauty, and grow powerful in in her honor.”

      “I take it you said yes?” I said, smiling.

      “It’s hard to refuse a goddess,” Abigail told me, and I chuckled.

      It sure was. “So how did you come to be here, then?”

      “I…” Her voice caught, and her eyes darted down, back to the corpses spread out between us. “I was captured. I failed my goddess. A storm sorcerer named Karlyle stole me from my dungeon.”

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      “A dark magic.”

      “Infernal?”

      “No,” Abigail said. “At least, I don’t think so. I thought Karlyle might have allied himself with sinister forces, but now that I’ve experienced Infernal magic, I know otherwise. Your powers are certainly dark, but this was different—something truly evil.”

      “This Karlyle stole you, so how did Alaxon end up with your core?”

      “He was among a raiding party that ransacked the storm sorcerer’s tower. I imagine Karlyle is out there looking for me, but I won’t have to worry about him now. Not while I’m under your protection.” Her eyes of pure blue found mine again, settling on my gaze.

      Karlyle. God, the guy sounded like a fucking prick. I was probably biased, being a dungeon core and all, but the way Abigail’s voice trembled at his name made me hate the guy all the more. How could he steal someone this precious? What had he forced her to do?

      “I thought I was going to be inside that filthy satchel until I went insane,” Abby said.

      “Glad to be of service.” I chuckled. “Consider yourself officially free of satchel bags.”

      She looked away again, and that same blush colored her cheeks. “I didn’t think that…” Her foot traced a line over my curving design on the obsidian floor. “I thought you’d consume me. You’re an Infernal core. Everything I’ve ever heard about your kind is that you’re twisted, sick, infectious monsters. Not… not heroes, coming to someone’s aid like that.”

      “Abigail—”

      “Abby,” she corrected me.

      “Abby,” I said, liking the way the name slid off the tongue, “I’m certainly no hero. Lilith is my master, and she wants me to become the strongest dungeon in the Sinarius Realms, to fight and destroy Entropy. My running guess is she wants to use me as leverage to restore her own power among the gods.”

      “And you agreed?”

      I thought back to the decision, how I’d caught it with both hands. “Wanton slaughter isn’t the first of my priorities—it’s to destroy Entropy, simple as that. Scum like this Karlyle; those are my enemies, Abby. Not the other dungeons. Unless they interfere with my goals.”

      She exhaled sharply. “They won’t trust you. I’m not even sure I can.”

      I sidled closer, lifted a hand, and gently brushed a stray curl of hair from her right eye. She shivered at my touch and blushed fiercely at the sensation of my fingertip.

      “I swear, with Lilith as my witness, you will come to no harm under my protection. Zagorath may not be the Temple of Ciryli, but if you honestly thought I’m a threat—that I’d turn on you, hurt you, imprison you—you would’ve demanded to leave already My dungeon is only in its genesis, but I will become the strongest dungeon the Infernal Realms have ever seen.”

      “I’m not sure I can remain here forever. It would be a great offense against the storm goddess.”

      I needed another angle, and a familiar motivation crossed my mind. “You were wronged by this sorcerer, Karlyle. Why not let me help you take revenge?”

      “He is a powerful sorcerer, I’m not sure you could—”

      I lifted a hand and she stopped speaking. Then I gestured to the dungeon’s walls. “Let me be the judge of what I can do, Abby. And if I can do this in a week, imagine what I could do in a month, or a year? Karlyle’s time for recompense might not be right now, but it will come. Then, when you’ve torn his heart from his chest, you could be standing here, right by my side. I will defeat Entropy. We could destroy them both together.”

      She looked at me, stunned. “You honestly believe you can beat them?”

      “Better,” I smirked. “I know I can.”

      “You certainly have quite the spoils from the battle.”

      “Yeah, I should really start collecting everything. I figure I’ll let you have a few items for yourself.”

      Abby laughed for the first time, and my heart melted in my chest. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m unable to absorb them,” she said. “Not one contains Storm Essence; they are all tainted by Infernal Essence; they were crafted from the physical material contained within your realm, not my own. Adventurers can use any essence that corresponds with their tattoos while most dungeons can only absorb essences and materials from their own Realms.”

      “You can’t absorb equipment that’s not originally from the Storm Realm?” I asked.

      “No. I cannot. I’m afraid there are many things I cannot do. Without Garili, I fear I’m lost.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I promised, cupping her cheek in my hand.

      “I’m starting to believe you,” Abigail whispered, her voice so low that it seemed she barely uttered the words.

      She’d said that most dungeons could only absorb their own essence types, and I wondered whether my Vampiric Expertise perk might help me bypass that restriction. I was eager to test it, but I doubted that having sex with Abby would happen any time soon. While her avatar was stunning, she didn’t seem like the type who would be eager to jump into bed with me. She was no Bertha, that much was certain. Sure, she was equally sexy, but she had a reticence that was like armor against my flirting. I’d already managed to slip through a few of the cracks and had even earned a laugh.

      Even the best of armor could be broken down, and my avatar was practically a machine whose primary purpose was eating metaphorical armor like the suit Abby wore. But I wouldn’t enthrall her. She would have to choose to sleep with me. There would be no coercion, and I’d use nothing more than my very best flirting efforts.

      “Then why don’t you watch while I absorb what the raiders left behind?” I asked Abby.

      “I would like that.” The beautiful avatar offered a smile.

      I reached back with my mind, found my core, and dissolved my avatar. I caught a single glimpse of Abby’s face as a conflicted expression of disappointment touched upon her fine features, but then she joined me, swirling back into her own glittering sapphire.

      Instinctively, my consciousness scoured my floors for items I could feast upon. The huge amount of Soul and Infernal Essence was flooding my core, but I had plenty of space for more. I almost felt a little nervousness as Abby watched me expand my consciousness over the rest of my lair. She’d been a dungeon far longer than I had, but she didn’t seem quite as experienced, so I simply shrugged off the feeling.

      Filled to the brim with essence, I needed to break down the spoils of war for blueprints and new crafting materials.
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      I turned my attention to the new variety of weapons abandoned on the floors of my dungeon. They were created with a new kind of forged steel. Their shapes and dimensions were also different from my cleaver, mace, and poleaxe designs.

      Best of all was Ralph’s sword. I centered my consciousness over the weapon and felt it thrum with power.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        The Dark Reaper

        Rarity: Epic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness +1

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

        Might

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

      

      

      

      I took my time consuming the sigils and noticed the way this more powerful Swiftness sigil varied from the one I’d consumed on Gavin’s weapon. The little runic characters were more detailed, crafted by an artisan with greater skill and more Infernal Essence at their disposal.

      The Might sigil was a variation using the same technique as Swiftness, but instead of increasing speed, it increased strength by channeling the Infernal Essence inside a creature’s tattoo or body through a weapon and back into their body.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Acquired Enchanted Sigils

        Swiftness +1 (1,000 Infernal Essence)

        Might (1,000 Infernal Essence)

      

      

      

      A quick run over with my consciousness broke the rust away from the sword and left the blade shining like a mirror.

      It was formed of a kind of obsidian and steel alloy, which seemed strange since I’d always assumed volcanic rock was too brittle and inflexible to make weapons.  But this had been crafted magically, created from Physical Essence rather than forged and hammered into shape. Detailed metalworking ran down an inlet in the middle of the broad blade. Beneath a ruby set into the pommel was a cross guard with terminals bent slightly toward the blade.

      The grip was wrapped in oiled black leather, and I happy broke it down and added it to my resource pool. Then I consumed the blade, hilt, handle, pommel, and all.

      By the time I was finished, I had a working knowledge of the weapon’s composition, and understood why it had registered as possessing Epic rarity—it could be enchanted with two sigils. The other items I’d acquired were Common and Magic, and the latter could only be enchanted with one sigil while the former just couldn’t be enchanted at all.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed a Two-Handed Great Sword (Obsidian Alloy)

        Physical Essence +1,250

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Two-Handed Great Sword

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Crafting Materials

        Obsidian Alloy

        Clouded Ruby Gemstone

        Black Leather

        Goblin Oil

      

      

      

      It felt like hours had passed; the process of consuming such a masterfully-crafted item took much longer than the simpler weapons. I dug into the scimitars and admired their uncomplicated yet effective craftsmanship.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Orc Scimitar (Orc Steel)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: None

      

      

      

      While I really liked the two-handed great sword for its sheer size and power, it wasn’t as suited to the hands of my Tainted Elf as the scimitars. These weapons were only Common types, so I wouldn’t be able to enchant these exact items, but a fast blade like this would work well for Von Dominus. An improved Dark Reaper, as much as I’d like to wield the incredible weapon, would be too cumbersome for my elf. I much prefer dual daggers for their speed, given my avatar’s lithe body.

      It took me a few moments to glide over the composition of a new metal and figure out how the molecules and atoms fitted together inside the weapons before I could properly break them down and absorb them. Once I did, I felt that flood of elation that always seemed to come with learning a new blueprint.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed Orc Scimitar (Orc Steel) (x18)

        Physical Essence +900

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Orc Scimitar

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Crafting Materials

        Orc Steel

      

      

      

      I could feel Abby’s consciousness watching my progress as she extended her senses carefully. It didn’t seem like she actually knew how to see beyond a few feet.

      Her inexperience astounded me since she was obviously a far older dungeon core than me. It seemed a lifetime ago that I’d been sitting up high on the troll’s mantelpiece, struggling to see any further than a few feet. So, I decided to let her figure it out as an important learning curve. Weeks, months, years—who knew how long she’d been trapped inside her own core, hiding from the world and trying to pass herself off as a simple sapphire in the pocket of an old man or this Storm sorcerer? I hoped she’d soon break free from her relative confinement.

      My consciousness rolled over the wide-bladed spears with short handles. I ripped the blades from their wooden fittings, eagerly consuming both substances at once. A smug and satisfied warmth spread through my core.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Orc Short Spear (Orc Steel)

        Rarity: Common

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: None

      

      

      

      I was a little disappointed to discover the wood was the same type I’d eaten before, so I wouldn’t acquire a new crafting material from them. I couldn’t complain, though; this harvest was already shaping up to be quite the lucrative one. Once the weapons fell apart, their Physical Essence swirled deep into my gem.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed Orc Short Spear (Orc Steel) (x15)

        Physical Essence +600

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Orc Short Spear

      

      

      

      The clothes of the raiders were mostly torn and unusable as blueprints, but I did find a few items that were salvageable. I dismantled leather jerkins, boots, cuffs, pants, and belts. They were all Common items made from a kind of tanned leather that was difficult to break down.

      I drank the vibrant Physical Essence of their clothing while consuming their corpses. I didn’t earn any essence from the latter, but had to rid my dungeon of them anyway; I considered it was time well spent.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed Tanned Leather Jerkin (x5)

        Physical Essence +150

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Tanned Leather Boots (x2)

        Physical Essence +20

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Tanned Leather Cuffs (x2)

        Physical Essence +10

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Tanned Leather Pants (x4)

        Physical Essence +80

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Tanned Leather Belt (x2)

        Physical Essence +10

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Blueprints

        Leather Jerkin

        Leather Boots

        Leather Cuffs

        Leather Pants

        Leather Belt

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Crafting Materials

        Tanned Leather

      

      

      

      I found the pig-sticking dagger I’d used in combat and took special care while studying it.

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Pig-Sticking Dagger (Orc Steel)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: None

      

      

      

      The weapon was a Magic type, meaning I could enchant it with a single sigil. It was also crafted with the second best blade I’d found in the Sinarius Realms so far, second only to the Reaper. It was narrow, razor-sharp, and double-edged. I’d already witnessed its effectiveness, so I scoured my dungeons for three other identical daggers and broke them down with glee.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed Pig-Sticking Dagger (Orc Steel) (x4)

        Physical Essence +300

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired a Blueprint

        Pig-Sticking Dagger

      

      

      

      Abby’s consciousness was alive, crackling with an electric energy, and I realized after a moment that she was trying to communicate. It took her a little while, but eventually, she managed to both watch me and speak at the same time.

      “I had so few adventurers enter my depths, and those that did plundered my materials.” Her musical tone brushed against my jewel as she projected her thoughts. “I could never kill them. At one point, a man skilled in mining left behind a pickaxe, and it took me weeks to break that item down. I don’t understand how you can be so fast with so many weapons. Don’t you tire?”

      “Not really. I can’t have the items lying around when more guests could enter my gates at any moment.”

      “So, you’re waiting on someone?” she asked.

      “Maybe. They might not show, but I need to be ready if they do.” I ventured further into my dungeon to seek the old man’s staff and its light-bearing sigil.

      “This would take me weeks, perhaps months,” Abby informed me, and I imagined her shaking her head. “I’ve never seen anything like you before.”

      My awareness locked onto Alaxon’s staff, and I mentally yipped with glee. “I’m sure you haven’t,” I answered her. “Give me a minute.”

      

      
        
        Acquired Item!

        Lightstone Staff (Honeywood)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Illuminate

      

      

      

      The old man’s staff was formed from honeywood but the crystal glowing on its top was peculiar. Runes marked the faces of the cheap glass, and I mined their function as I consumed each one.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Acquired an Enchanted Sigil

        Illuminate (100 Infernal Essence)

      

      

      

      I chuckled at the pure illusionary magic of the priest’s weapon.

      “What is it?” Abby asked me.

      “The priest who stole you—did you know his staff could only shine a little? I thought maybe it could blast a few energy bolts, but it’s just a glorified torch!”

      “Now you mention it, I never did sense him using it for anything except illuminating his path.”

      “He was a charlatan through and through,” I said. “But at least his sigil will be useful.”

      Zagorath was still far too dimly-lit, and the Illuminate enchantment would resolve some of the issues. I didn’t want my dungeon to be completely visible to adventurers but still wanted them to feel as if they had a fighting chance. One of the best ways to do that was to make sure they could at least see down here.

      The crystal was firm, but it didn’t take me long to find microscopic fractures in the frame of the material and absorb it. Then I consumed the honeywood until nothing remained of the entire staff. Finally, I consumed the priest’s robe and his satchel.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Consumed Magic Staff (Honeywood)

        Physical Essence +50

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Priestly Robes (Roughweave Cotton)

        Physical Essence +10

      

        

      
        Zagorath Consumed Satchel (Tanned Leather)

        Physical Essence +5

      

        

      
        Zagorath Acquired Blueprints

        Staff (Magic)

        Priestly Robes (Common)

        Satchel (Common)

      

      

      

      Laying on the floor where the priest’s satchel had been was a tiny statue of a fairy-like creature. It was made of the same burnished metal as the soul forge and the Hellbat effigy, and my eyes widened as I realized its purpose. As my mind crawled over the item, it became known to me, and then Abby spoke.

      “It’s a Storm effigy,” she said with a hint of worn nostalgia. “It won’t be possible for you to use it.”

      “Hmm . . .” It might not have been useful to me right now, but it would almost certainly become valuable if I figured a way for my soul forge to consume it. Abby might just be the key to that, so I left the effigy there and moved on.

      Another sweeping glance over my floors, stairs, and passages, and I was satisfied I hadn’t forgotten anything. Bertha was up in the antechamber, meditating in her favorite position. I still hadn’t resummoned Puck after his death, and I figured I’d give the half-troll a little more recuperation time while upgrading my weapons.

      I built a new dagger out of Obsidian Alloy and inscribed the Swiftness +1 sigil into the hilt beneath its pommel.

      

      
        
        Crafted Item!

        Agile Pig-Sticking Dagger (Obsidian Alloy)

        Rarity: Magic

        Damage Type: Infernal

        Seals: Swiftness +1

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

        Cost: 1,000 Infernal Essence, 150 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      I put the dagger beside my core and recreated six new scimitars and one dagger built from Orc Steel. The new set of weapons appeared on the side altars, replacing where the cleavers had once been. I created brand new pieces of leather armor and let them rest on the altars alongside the weapons. In total, five sets of armor required 350 Physical Essence. I embossed small details of Lilith’s visage and collections of skulls in the items as a kind of brand for Zagorath.

      Then my mind turned to my champions. Bertha’s halberd seemed to be holding up fine, so I left it alone. I doubted Puck could actually swing with any sort of power, so I left him unarmed. His shadow-spheres and flight would have to do for now.

      I forged a new Savage Halberd as a tempting piece of treasure for the next set of adventurers. Instead of Troll Iron or Orc Steel, I used the Obsidian Alloy to form a glaive-like head of shining black metal. I etched a Might sigil into the blade and wrapped the handle in fresh Black Leather, giving the user a better grip. With a little flair, I shaped a single rack for it, directly in front of my core’s plinth.

      With the veritable ocean of Infernal Essence swirling in my core, I flooded my soul forge chamber with fifty Hellbats. They exploded from the swirling miasma of energy in the clawed platform, whirled up through the ceiling, and took their place once again in the vents. I ordered twenty above the antechamber, twenty into warrens above the First Floor, and the last ten I tucked away above the side altars in the Pretzel.

      I still had over 3,000 Infernal Essence but wanted to spare some just in case new upgrades came along.

      “That was… amazing,” Abby said in awe.

      “Sure you weren’t going to say impossible?” I questioned.

      “Shush.”

      Her reaction just made me laugh. Lilith really had wanted me to do well.

      Finished for now, I glanced over my dungeon’s status page.

      

      
        
        Zagorath

        Type: Infernal Core

      

        

      
        Essences

        Physical - 3,360/10,000

        Infernal - 3,496

        Soul - 925

      

        

      
        Soul Forges

        Hellbat

      

        

      
        Champions

        Bertha the Hell Troll/Human (Black Sands)

        Puck the Infernal Imp

      

        

      
        Traps

        Spring Trap (Physical)

        Bladed Fan (Physical)

        Ceiling Spike (Physical)

        Floor Spike (Physical)

      

        

      
        Materials

        Obsidian

        Bread-rock

        Honeywood

        Troll Iron

        Leather Scraps

        Obsidian Alloy

        Clouded Ruby Gemstone

        Black Leather

        Tanned Leather

        Goblin Oil

        Orc Steel

        Roughweave Cotton

        Cheap Crystal

      

        

      
        Blueprints

        Cleaver (Magic)

        Poleaxe (Common)

        Savage Halberd (Magic)

        Savage Mace (Magic)

        Two-Handed Great Sword (Epic)

        Orc Scimitar (Common)

        Orc Short Spear (Common)

        Leather Jerkin (Common)

        Leather Boots (Common)

        Leather Cuffs (Common)

        Leather Pants (Common)

        Leather Belt (Common)

        Pig-Sticking Dagger (Magic)

        Staff (Magic)

        Priestly Robes (Common)

        Satchel (Common)

      

        

      
        Seals

        Swiftness (750 Infernal Essence)

        Swiftness +1 (1,000 Infernal Essence)

        Might (1,000 Infernal Essence)

        Illuminate (100 Infernal Essence)

      

      

      

      Lilith had definitely given me an advantage in one sense; while I still had to number-crunch, the game-style readout of what I’d learned was incredibly useful. Then a new notification rolled over my vision, my eyes widening as I read the text.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Increased in Power!

        Total Champions Increased: 2 → 3

        Maximum Physical Essence Increased: 10,000 → 20,000

        Maximum Avatar Time: 60 minutes → 180 minutes

      

      

      

      I figured I’d leveled up, and the power increases were definitely welcome. I could add another champion to my ranks, could carry additional Physical Essence, and my avatar could spend far more time outside my jewel. All in all, it had been a damned good day.

      I turned my consciousness back to Abby, and her mind crackled as if she was blushing.

      “Want a tour?” I asked. “I’ve another slot for a champion, and it might be worth scouring the mountain’s peak for something useful.”  

      “I’d be honored.” Abby summoned her avatar, and the light-haired woman appeared on the newly clean surface of my First Floor.

      Abby sat on the stair, her tension and fear starting to relax. Despite everything she’d told me about trust, she did trust me. Or she was willing to, at least.

      I laughed at that from my jewel. “I have a gift for you, over by the plinth. I may need it later but carry it for me, will you?”

      The pig-sticking dagger I’d designed for myself shifted from its original position and emerged from liquid obsidian beside Abby. She shifted, surprised, then took the weapon in her hand.

      I glanced back at Puck, his consciousness still latent in one of my facets. He felt peaceful and I suppressed a laugh. If I was going to even be flirting with the idea of dominating Abby, he’d make things more difficult than they had to be. I resolved to summon him later.

      Von Dominus materialized next to Abby’s avatar, and I possessed the elf. His skin was clean and his muscles fresh. My core seemed to both repair and bathe him whenever I returned him there. He still didn’t have a shirt, so I’d have to figure out how the clothes worked soon. Abby seemed to appreciate my avatar’s muscular torso, so maybe it could wait a little while.

      As my eyes combed over the hooded cloak of my new acquaintance, I had to admit I wanted something like that for myself. If I wanted to intimidate adventurers and make a striking entrance against seasoned professionals, I was going to need to work on my presentation.

      Still, baby steps. Slowly but surely, I would get there.

      “Shall we?” I held out my hand, and Abby blushed all the more as she took it.

      “The decoration is wonderful,” she said as we crossed the vast chamber. “Maybe a little dark for me, but the geometric patterns are quite something.”

      The beautiful avatar’s eyes lingered on the patterns, watching the way they curled into each other. Rough representations, maybe, of winged bats, teeth, and curling demon claws, but I took a lot of pride in my work. If Abby’s admiration was any indication, it was paying off. She shook her head with wonder at the side altars, and I pointed out the vents, hiding my demonic Hellbats above.

      “It works as its own kind of trap.” I grinned. “Adventurers may take their prizes, but they still have to fight for them. The promise of rewards will bring more visitors to my lair, but I suppose you already know all this? What did you use for bait in your dungeon?”

      “I didn’t have a lot of traps,” she admitted. “I wanted my dungeon to reflect the beauty of Ciryli.” A note of pride crept into her tone. “Adventurers came not to die, but to appreciate the beauty of my halls. I was almost like a little temple of the storm goddess, and she protected me in turn.”

      “What did your dungeon look like? I know it was beautiful, but was it on a mountain-top or perhaps deep within a catacomb?”

      “It was a tower structure. Very high in the air. So high, the clouds brushed against my entrance.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her suggestive word choice, suppressing a grin. “So, adventurers had to make quite the effort before finding your . . . entrance?”

      Abby nodded happily but didn’t seem to catch my double meaning.

      “How did you collect their essence, then?” I asked.

      Abby smiled. “You might be powerful, Von Dominus, but I had my ways. Adventurers would gift me their Soul Essence in order to enter through my gates.”

      “Since we’re keeping things informal, call me Dom.”

      “As you wish,” she replied. “Dom.”

      I smiled at her as I led her up the stairs to the antechamber. “So, you charged them a fee?”

      She nodded. “A significant price, but a fair one.”

      “How did you stop them if they just wanted to barge in?”

      “I didn’t,” she said. “They respected the treaty. At least, all of them did until Karlyle.”

      “You’ll have to take me to the Storm Realm one day,” I said as I stopped her on the final stair. “I’d love to see the Temple of Ciryli. I’d also love to see what became of your dungeon. Maybe I could even help you bring it back to life?”

      “I don’t know how long it’s been since I was taken from there,” Abby said, her voice growing suddenly small. “Ciryli might even have replaced me by now.”

      I chewed over that sentence. If cores were a way for the gods to leverage power over each other while also maintaining a balance between both the guilds and the monsters, then Abby had a fair point. Who was to say that Lilith didn’t already have other cores from my world back home, growing in similar power in the Infernally-infused corner of the Sinarius Realms?

      “If that’s the case,” I said, bumping her shoulder playfully with mine, “I’ll find you something far more fitting. You can just build like I did, something a hundred times better than your original dungeon. If Ciryli thinks you’re replaceable, you’ll just have to prove her wrong, won’t you?”

      Abby smiled at that. “You think just because you can break the rules, that suddenly the rest of us can do that? Start our own dungeons and take over the Sinarius Realms? Ciryli gave me my location; I am forbidden from building anywhere else.”

      “And you’re just meant to curl up and die now? Ciryli was meant to protect you, but she didn’t. You don’t owe her anything at all.”

      Abby didn’t have an answer to that, but as I led her into the antechamber, I saw a new spring in her step. The shyness was starting to flow away from her as though she was shedding an old skin.

      Bertha stood up from her meditative position as I entered the antechamber. She glanced from me to Abby, and there was no hiding the surprise in her eyes.

      “Abby, this is Bertha, my champion,” I said. “Bertha, this is Abigail, formerly a core of the Temple of Cirylia.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Abby said, but I could feel the sudden tension in her voice.

      “I have little love for your goddess, Abigail,” Bertha told her, “But if my master sees fit to protect you within these halls, then consider yourself under my protection also.”

      Abby’s mouth tightened into that coral line again, and she nodded. “I thank you.”

      “How are you faring?” I asked Bertha.

      “Well, Master. I’m glad you’ve seen fit to keep the imp hidden for now. He bothers me something fierce.” Bertha smiled at me before she resumed her meditative position right in the center of the room. A smile touched the corner of Bertha’s mouth, and she indicated for me to join her for a private conversation.

      “Do you mind giving me a minute?” I asked Abby. “Just don’t step here.” I pointed to the tile with the Fan Blade trigger.

      “Thank you for the warning,” she said before I left her.

      “I see you’ve made a new friend,” Bertha said as I approached.

      “Ah, yeah,” I whispered. Abby was busy staring at the demonic bat decoration garnishing the far wall, wholly oblivious to our conversation. I hadn’t done anything with the dungeon core yet, but my elf’s special ability almost required that I consider it. Bertha knew almost nothing about it, but I’d have to discuss my desires for many-to-one relationships at some point or other.

      “If your fear is my jealousy, dismiss it.” The half-troll paused, and her eyes gleamed with mischief. “Great warriors are to spread their seed wherever they please. It strengthens their breeding partners. The continuing strength of Zagorath is your priority. Puck and I benefit from every step you take on the road to greater power. You are my Master. Who am I to disagree with your will?”

      Relief raced through my body. “You continue to surprise me, champion.”

      “I was your first,” she told me, a glow of pride in her tone. “And I shall always be your first. No one can take that from me. I was your first champion and the first to warm your bed.” Bertha chuckled, her jazz-singer voice always pleasing. “May I venture to speak beyond my station for a moment?”

      “Sure,” I said, surprised for the umpteenth time how well-spoken she was compared to her kin. “I’m all ears.”

      “The little one…” Bertha nodded toward Abby. “She’s soft. Breakable. Do your best to be gentle. She looks as if she’d shatter if you should take her quite the same way as you did me.”

      “We’re not quite at that point yet,” I said with a stifled laugh, almost coughing with some slight hint of embarrassment. “But I appreciate the advice.”

      “I doubt it will be long. I can already see how she thirsts for you, Von Dominus.”

      I didn’t answer her on that; I was too aroused by the thought of the deed that apparently wasn’t too far away.

      “I’d better get back,” I said. “It’s impolite to leave a guest by themselves—especially when she could trigger a trap at any moment.”

      Bertha offered me a knowing smile as I turned my back to her and approached the female avatar. Abby was still studying the giant bat, running her hands over the carving and peering through the razor-thin slits lighting up the space.

      “Where’s the light coming from?” she asked, looking back at me.

      I grimaced. “My soul forge. I only found it after I started to excavate.”

      “You mean you didn’t have one, to begin with?” she asked, astonished.

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t.”

      “You know what that means, right?”

      “Yeah. There was another dungeon here, a long time ago.” I joined her at the carving and let a hand slide over one of its eyes, down to the bat’s slitted snout and its gaping maw. “I think Entropy destroyed it and stripped the core away. Over time, everything started to shift back to the way it was before. Maybe Zagorath was a Temple of Lilith, once upon a time.”

      “I just can’t understand how you’ve learned so quickly,” Abby murmured, looking over me. Again, she couldn’t keep her eyes off my chest, the lean curve of my arms. She probably didn’t even realize she was doing it. “How you’re so powerful.”

      Bertha coughed and Abby’s hand retreated.

      “Maybe we should take a look upstairs?” I asked. “The view from the mountain is something special.”

      “An excellent idea,” Abby said.

      Bertha smirked a little as I passed by her, and I couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly. She might have believed a powerful man like me could sleep with whomever he chose, but I doubted the half-troll would refrain from blocking me at every chance she could get. And she knew exactly what I was up to. The view from the mountain, indeed!

      As we entered the sloping passageway leading to the surface, Abby glanced back to my champion and then to me. I kept any sign of uncertainty off my face. If Bertha wasn’t bothered with Abby, then they’d grow to like each other. Or, at least, they’d learn to interact civilly. Thankfully, my champion seemed neither possessive nor overly attached to me. She appreciated a pleasant reward for her labors and she was also absolutely right—she was always going to be my first, no matter what happened afterward.

      My second, however, seemed like she would require a little more persuasion, even despite Bertha’s words of warning. Well, no matter; I was certainly up the task.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      After the final flight of wide stairs, Abby and I were on the open peak of Shadow Crag. A screech made Abby flinch toward me and catch hold of my arm. The warmth passing through me from her gloved hands sent an electric thrill down my spine, and I chuckled at the contact.

      “Easy,” I murmured in her ear. “They can’t see us.”

      “What are they?” Abby whispered back, her voice muffled by her hood and my shoulder.

      “Chained Varidus,” I told her. “They protect the peak and hunt birds, I think. A natural defense against any winged invaders. Even if Entropy sweeps down here on the wings of angels, they’d have a hell of a fight before they could even reach the entrance to Zagorath.”

      Should I capture one, for my new champion slot? The thought occurred to me, and I considered it for a long moment. Even if I did, they didn’t have the same sentience as Puck or Bertha. I hadn’t yet touched their consciousness, but a giant winged creature in the depths of my dungeon would be restricted, at least with its current size. At present, I was better off finding something smaller and more mobile. I let the thought slip to the back of my mind to reconsider later.

      We walked away from the shadows of Zagorath’s entrance, and I appraised the mountain’s peak, realizing I’d never seen it before from the perspective of my elf’s eyes. The landscape had a savage beauty about it, and as we stepped closer to an edge, the corner of the Infernal Realm became visible. Storm clouds flooded the sky in the far north, while swathes of emerald-green forests lay just beneath the horizon to the south. Did the former mark the Storm Realm while the latter marked the Nature Realm?

      I hadn’t been outside in what felt like months, and I inhaled the fresh air. As it filled my lungs, I considered my plans. I didn’t want to stay buried beneath Shadow Crag forever. All the Sinarius Realms were unchartered territories to be discovered.

      Abby’s touch on my arm brought me back to the present, and I smiled as I led her to the very edge of a flattened plateau. I sat down, letting my feet curl beneath me. Abby sat beside me after a moment.

      “Your core is safe with mine,” I said after reading her nervousness. “Besides, even if we were to fall, we could simply dissolve our avatars and have them return to our cores. Trust me—I’ve tried it.”

      “You—You’ve fallen from the mountain?” she asked.

      “Not exactly. I’ve jumped from it. With a giant leap.” I presented her with a smile, and she settled a little closer to me. Her light cloak brushed against my bare shoulder as she peered at the ocean in the east, bathed in the orange-red glow of the setting sun.  

      “It’s beautiful,” she murmured.

      “Yes, it is,” I whispered as I looked over her face, half hidden by golden curls and the white curve of her hood.

      Feeling just a little reckless, I pulled at her mantle, slipping it free of her hair. She didn’t flinch at the contact; instead, she simply nestled her head on my shoulder. Her scent was like the first drops of rain on freshly-mown grass, her body radiating a gentle and constant warmth that seemed to touch my bones. Almost of its own accord, my arm slipped around her shoulder and pulled her close. My elf avatar barely felt the wind rippling across us both with the scent of brimstone and ash.

      We sat in silence for a few minutes, drinking in the beauty and the light of the Infernal Realm as the sun bathed the panoramic landscaped in a pleasing blood red.

      “This land you’re from – what is it like?” Abby asked.

      I’d barely thought about Earth since I’d arrived and chuckled at how alien it seemed to me now. “It’s… different. We don’t have anything like dungeon cores there, or goddesses, or guilds. We have carriages that power themselves, streets of concrete, buildings of steel and glass. With just a small trinket, we can talk to anyone on the other side of the world instantly. It doesn’t use magic.”

      “Telepathy?” Abby probed.

      “No. It’s just the work of human ingenuity.”

      Abby looked up at me, shocked. “How is that possible?”

      I shrugged and smiled ruefully. “We adapted to our surroundings. All of this – cores, adventurers, essence—we’d call all this impossible. But we use machines to dig out the earth, purely so we can burn minerals to power our other machines.”

      “I can’t imagine anything like that,” she muttered, turning her eyes back to the ocean. “You must miss that kind of power. Do you want to go back?”

      “No,” I answered easily. “The Sinarius Realms—they’re my home now. I don’t ever want to go back to being another minion of an invisible core that hates me, who sees me as just another number, another tool.”

      “And you don’t think Lilith is using you in the same way?”

      “She leaves me to my own devices,” I told her. “Can’t say the same for my old life.”

      “She left you to figure it all out alone. No pixie, no soul forge, nothing.” Abby shook her head. “And still you’re already this strong. Lilith is lucky to have you.”

      I didn’t say anything to that but heard a stupid sentence emerging from my mouth.

      “What are pixies like?” I regretted saying it as soon as it blurted its way into the air. I looked at Abby and just hoped she hadn’t been hurt, but she gave my hand a reassuring touch.

      “It’s not a problem,” she said, picking up on my unease. “I miss Gadrili so very much, but I have made peace with her death.” Abby sighed. “I don’t mind explaining the things Lilith should have taught you… if it helps.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Abby swallowed a lump in her throat and continued. “Pixies are servants of the pantheon. They guide dungeons through their growth, teaching them their first constructs, how to excavate, and how to drain essence. In other words, teaching them everything you seem to do via instinct.” She shook her head. “It took me years just to get strong enough to build a basic trap or to channel my essence into creating a minion. And you did it in a week.”

      “Exactly how long did it take you?” I asked. She was still gazing at me wide-eyed like I was some kind of marvel she couldn’t quite comprehend.

      Abby sighed. “Almost eighty… ninety years!”

      I stared at her incredulously. Almost a century? She was a century old, and still couldn’t defend her dungeon from adventurers? Lilith must’ve broken more than just her treaty with the gods. She’d infused me with knowledge of my capabilities right from the beginning. The Infernal Goddess hadn’t been fucking around, not in the slightest. She lusted after power, craved it. I wondered if that was the Infernal Realm’s most dominant quality— usurping, overtaking, conquering?

      “You’ll grow just as strong, Abby,” I told her after a moment. “We’ll find you another dungeon and protect it. You’ll become so strong that Cirylia can’t ignore you. But no more museums in the sky, okay? You’ll need to start killing if you want to become powerful.”

      “I suppose I can change my ways,” she said with a wry smile. Then she sighed, and her head found its way onto my shoulder again. “I’m so glad I met you, Dom.”

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” I replied.

      I seized the moment, lowered my head so my mouth could reach hers, and pressed my lips to hers. Abby froze for a second, then relaxed into the touch of our soft first kiss. Her smooth flesh seemed to fill my blood with electricity; it tingled to kiss her, but after a moment, it turned into something else.

      The beautiful avatar’s hands found my face, and then she was leaning into me, her mouth hungrily consuming mine. My pulse raced as Abby’s hands traced over my chest’s taut muscle and pulled me closer. My bare skin pressed against the supple curves of her cleavage, and the tingling sensation became even more intense, overpowering and all-encompassing.

      After a long moment, she pulled away from me and resting her forehead against mine. Her face was flushed, bright blue eyes sparkling. I could see the need in her eyes, the desire, the feeling of wanting to find comfort in my elf’s avatar.

      “Want to stop?” I asked her.

      “No,” she breathed, her hair tickling my cheek. “Please…”

      “You sure?” I whispered back, my elf’s rolling tone seductive.

      In reply, her mouth found mine again and I moved. Catching her under the arms, I pulled her to me and rolled away from the cliff to the hard ground of the mountaintop. My agile fingers unclasped her cloak, baring her collarbone and neck, and spreading the material out wide on the ground, like a blanket. Abby fell onto it, those electric-blue eyes suddenly burning with all the passion I’d longed to see in her.

      When I came to her, it was different from before, different from anything I’d ever experienced. Her desire was clear, but she wasn’t aggressive. Her kisses were soft and pleasing and desperate, and I took care not to slice her open with my fangs as I pressed my mouth into hers. I savored the electricity that seemed to ripple through every inch of her flesh as I peppered her neck with kisses and tickled her skin all over with the tip of my tongue.

      Abby’s hands found my neck, and she pulled herself closer to me. My hands slipped under her arms and searched for the fastenings to her tight corset. I didn’t need to be in my core form to figure out how they worked. In moments, I pried the garment free and let it fall to the broken slate of the ground.

      Her breasts were perfectly sized, pale, and soft. I caressed her pink nipples and noticed them tinge with blue as they hardened to my fingertips’ touch. Bluish veins surfaced beneath her skin as she moaned. Her musical tones met my elven ears like a symphony of pleasure, sending desire burning through my veins.

      I needed her, needed to hear more of that instinctive song.

      My mouth returned to her neck, her delicate fingers tightening into the hard muscle of my elf’s back, fingernails threatening to slice into my flesh. The leather of her boot wound its way around the curvature of my lower back, the toe-tips just teasing into my spine and urging me closer as our chests pressed into each other. I marveled at the uniqueness of the electric zing pumping bolts of desire right through my body.

      My hand slid down off her breast, down her side, to find its way to her knee-length boots. Effortlessly, I removed the first boot as she kissed my face and my ear. A rumbling snarl slipped free of my throat as I found the other one, slipped it off, and dropped it beside the first. Abby’s face shone like a bright cherry and I kissed her again. I brought our hips together, Abby responding by pressing herself deeper into me. A musical moan bled through our kiss, lost to the wind of Shadow Crag.

      Her hands slid off my back, caught my ass, and hauled me closer; she wanted more of that pressure, more of that pleasure—but there were still barriers between us.

      Abby’s silky stockings had to come next, and I somehow slid them down almost without noticing, dropping them both in a tangled heap beside her cast-aside boots. Milky thighs clamped, then, around my hips, demanding more of me. I chuckled, leaning in tighter against her skin as I kissed her again, tugging off those opera gloves of sky blue, leaving them on the blanket beside her halo of golden hair.

      Her tongue slid easily past my fangs, and I caressed it as a musical moan slipped through my barely-parted lips, making my own vocal cords buzz from the sheer force of it all and from the absolute hum of electricity still surging between us both and increasing by the second. The blonde’s hands scrambled as they tried to tear my trousers down with urgency; she would have ripped them quite to shreds if I hadn’t helped her out by resting my own hand on top of hers to slow her, then assisting her to unfasten them.

      But—for the time being at least – she left them on, my clothing just lying open and ready to remove later if we wanted to. I had felt the brief, deft touch of a light finger across my manhood before she pulled away, electrified instead by our shared kiss. It seemed to be enough and I wouldn’t push it; she was leading me now, and I enjoyed every second of it. There were no longer any barriers between us both.

      I didn’t chuckle at her clumsiness, nor did I draw attention to it at all. Instead, now she had me near naked and exactly as she wanted me, I pulled away from her mouth and kissed my way down over the swell of her chest and smooth, sublime stomach. Abby watched me almost shyly as she squirmed with passion, and her eyes silently communicated her need for more—as if she dared not speak the words.

      With my elf’s dexterous hands and her arched back, it didn’t make much effort to tug off the last of her clothing, leaving her naked, vulnerable, and thrilling under me. I kissed lower, sliding between her thighs until I found the very nub of her warm, slick center.

      Abby’s whole body trembled as my tongue skimmed over her, flicking and then lingering, flicking and lingering. Every inch, everything I could taste of her, was as sweet as dew on a soft winter’s morning. The addictive flavor of her made my tongue pulsate with eagerness, Abby’s low and beautiful moan reaching a new pitch as she twisted and squirmed in pleasure. Her fingers clamped firmly into my hair and forced me further into her. I used everything in the elf’s repertoire as I savored and pleased her, forgetting all else in the world.

      In a matter of minutes, her whole body was shuddering violently as if her blood had turned to lightning, and I felt the static crackle. Glancing up, I saw her eyes blazing with blue energy, her now wild hair still fizzing and popping as it moved in the atmosphere, seemingly of its own accord. Her breast heaved with pleasure while her hardened nipples had transformed into the brightest blue.

      Deep below, in the chambers of Zagorath, I knew that our jewels were both flickering and blazing bright simultaneously on that dull metal plinth. It was an undeniable, amazing synchronicity that I hoped might never end.

      As her shudders gradually began to subside, I lingered a moment, still and calm, feeling her whole body tightening and jolting; only then did I dare to withdraw my tongue. Desperate, then, her hands raced back to my trousers once more and I could hear her breathing heaving, labored and intense. I was taken aback for a second; she had just enjoyed her own thrill already, hadn’t she? I confessed to myself that I wasn’t quite sure, only knowing she was still eager to continue. And I was only too happy to oblige.

      In a second, she had me, all of me now. The trousers were off, finally, with no more awkward fumbling; she had known exactly what to do to complete her mission, her lithe bare legs unable to wait any longer and wrapping themselves tenderly yet insistently around the small of my back as they pulled and urged me into her smooth, warm, wetness.

      We shifted slowly and almost silently together, relishing. Not a word passed between us; we continued to immerse ourselves in our own private language, our bodies moving as if we were one. Her eyes were closed, and a curve of a smile danced across her plump lips.

      My consciousness flickered, Zagorath seeming to hum. My dungeon communicated our passion through every level, through every brick, all the way into my core. My dungeon heart now blazed and skipped, enveloped in scarlet light, glowing brighter than it ever had. I felt every ounce of essence—Physical, Infernal, and Soul—all coming together as one, suddenly fusing with Abby’s own.

      Our dual and yet singular resources swirled through each other as we lay together just drinking in the moment, my avatar finally driving into her firm and fast.

      Her moans became louder, eventually boosting to a fever pitch as she leaned back. The avatar’s delicate face was a picture of ecstasy while her eyes and hair sizzled with lightning, bright blue and shockingly—almost frighteningly—potent. Beautiful, beautiful Abby.

      Then, an entirely foreign essence suddenly flooded my consciousness. It was nothing at all like the scarlet-and-black Infernal energy I was used to. No. This essence crazed and shimmered along every edge of my gem, racing back and forth. It was quick, energetic, and potent in an entirely different and confusing way.

      And then I knew it for certain this time; Abby was climaxing, a spasming, explosive movement that lit her whole body up like a lightning pylon and blasted through my elf, causing his muscles to contract. My own release washed through me with a snarling roar of unfettered lust and passion. Our consciousnesses once more seemed to meld, and, for a second, I could’ve sworn I could feel everything—the inside of her core, her avatar’s senses, and the lingering tremors of our fulfilled passion—both as she felt it, and as I did.

      In the distance, outside the range of my core’s consciousness, came a demonic female laugh of delight.
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      Ralph left the mountain behind him, starting out on the blasted volcanic sands. Despite everything—all of the fake prophecy, Alaxon admitting he was a conniving, lying piece of shit—a brutal death had still claimed the old priest. Grief clawed at Ralph’s heart and mixed with the Infernal Essence, demanding release, begging to be unleashed.

      He slowed and fell wearily beneath a lone gnarled tree. The mace he’d been handed from the dungeon’s half-troll still shone with essence. The weapon seemed hungry for more blood as it twinkled in the last of the light gradually sinking its way over the world.

      Ralph cursed with every harsh word he’d ever learned, blaspheming Lilith, his luck, and everything about that smiling vampire.

      Why had the accursed elf spared him? Why had he spoken of the dungeon as though he owned it?  These were unanswered questions that only made Ralph’s mood darken further.

      Zagorath. It should have been the beginning, but it’d ended everything.

      His dreams. His hopes. Everything.

      Without Alaxon, what the fuck was he supposed to do?

      He couldn’t return to Cothslar, to their contempt and their belief he was a curse. Anger flooded and coiled inside his body, and he struck the tree. It crunched in response, a tiny crack splitting it, right down the middle. Even without his beloved Dark Reaper, the Infernal Essence coursing through his veins gave him incredible strength. Yet even the sword’s power hadn’t been enough to kill the half-troll or her dungeon master.

      As Ralph nestled on the brittle undergrowth, he stubbornly refused to cry. Only a week ago, he would have bawled until his eyes ran dry, but now things were different. He was harder, stronger, and more accustomed to defeat. Yet he still couldn’t rid his ears of the sound of Alaxon’s demise as the false priest’s form was impaled, crushed, and ground into the hard obsidian of the dungeon.

      He’d go on to hear that same sound every night before he slept, of that he was sure.

      

      Exhaustion must finally have won because the next thing Ralph heard was a melee of rough voices muttering around him. His eyes sprang open, and he was on his feet in a second, ready to fight, the stone-headed mace gripped tightly in both hands.

      Half hidden in the shadows of the rolling dunes and patchy grass, a group of armed warriors halted. Their faces were hidden, but there were nine of them all moving in Ralph’s direction. Curses flooded through his mind, and then, when one of them called out, he gritted his teeth and prepared to fight for his life.

      “Where did you find that mace, boy?” a voice called out.

      “Why? What does it matter to you?” Ralph demanded, suddenly irked. It was clear they would try to rob him, so he planned on giving the impression he was more trouble than it was worth.

      The group stepped closer, and he realized they weren’t some rag-tag pack of half-orcs looking for easy plunder. Studded leather armor, curved blades, and gold earrings glittered in the half-light. These were Sand Pirates, the kind who filled his mother’s stories.

      Ralph’s Infernal Essence curled, thrashing at his insides. After absorbing so much of it, he could feel it now in the bodies of the pirates. They were adventurers like the half-orc Scalpers had been. Like he was.

      “Because,” said the rasping voice, “It looks awfully similar to one my mate Gavin used to wield. Strange.”

      Ralph’s fingers tightened around the mace. “Must be your imagination. I won it fair and square.”

      The speaker was an old man, a hard life scored and etched into every line of his face. He almost looked like Alaxon would have done, if the false priest had spent more time killing monsters and less time luring young men with false prophecies. The thought slithered through Ralph’s mind like an insidious force, and suddenly he was furious.

      Hatred—at his own weakness, and at Alaxon’s lies and false promises—was boiling in every fraction of his body.

      The Sand Pirates surrounded him now in a loose semi-circle. He recognized two half-orcs, but the others looked human. It was difficult to tell under the scarves that kept the dust of their travels from their faces, but their bearing seemed familiar enough to hint at their origins. They seemed disinterested, unmotivated, and as the old man stepped forward, Ralph let a foot slide back into a fighting stance.

      He couldn’t kill all of them, but if they wanted his life, they’d be sure to taste the dying wrath of Ralph Kraus the Adventurer.

      “You bested Gavin?” the older man rasped.

      “No. I found this in a dungeon.”

      “A dungeon?” a tall, thin man questioned. “What, here?”

      “Shut it, Varrik,” the old man snarled, and the other fell silent.

      The old man was clearly the leader, then. Ralph fixed his eyes on him, feeling the hatred boil even hotter. He wanted to rend, tear and destroy, not stand there and banter with this derelict of a man. As his eyes flickered over the others and took in the measure of them, something occurred to him; of course, why hadn’t he realized sooner?

      They were better equipped, smarter, and undoubtedly more experienced than the other band of half-breeds with whom he’d faced Zagorath. With them by his side, he was sure he could conquer the dungeon. The sudden realization and the plan’s emergence brought a bright smile to Ralph’s face, his anger calming under the weight of ambition. Hope blossomed in his chest, and his hunger for power reignited like a latent ember transformed into roaring furnace when the wind consumed it.

      “So, Gavin is dead,” the old man muttered. “Sounds like his old woman’s message was true—there is a dungeon back in the realm. Old Gavin never was the patient type. What can you tell us about this Zagorath, boy?”

      “I’ll only tell you if you promise to return there with me,” Ralph said.

      “Ha. I don’t make promises to young whelps like you and let me tell you something: I don’t reckon you even entered this dungeon. I still bet my life you stole that mace from Gavin. It would explain how he got killed by an infant dungeon; without his mace, he would’ve been easy pickings. This all makes me think you’re responsible for his death.”

      “Look. I don’t know this Gavin. Like I told you, I grabbed this weapon from the dungeon.”

      “You’re barely even old enough to sire children, let alone fight against a dungeon. You think I’m to believe you succeeded where Gavin failed?”

      Fury boiled, white-hot and more insistent than ever, but Ralph forced himself to calm down and then untied his jerkin, letting it fall to the ground at his feet. With his eyes still intently watching the twisted old pirate, he used his free hand to tug off his tunic. He turned, just enough for one of them to see his tattoo swirling with Infernal Essence and etched into the flesh of his back.

      “Believe me now?” Ralph challenged.

      “Well, he’s not lying,” another said, and they all shifted, almost visibly relaxing.

      “Is it true?” a half-orc asked. “The dungeon on the peak of Shadow Crag?”

      Ralph nodded. “On my life, I swear it is.”

      “Your life means nothing at all to me, boy,” the pirate leader snarled. “Save yourself the trouble of swearing by it.”

      “Kerril.” Zarrick stepped forward and spoke quietly to the old man, taking him briefly aside. “If he’s right, then we owe it to ourselves to search out this Zagorath. Our sigils are growing weaker by the day. If we don’t find fresh essence soon, our weapons will be useless.”

      The old man shoved at his lieutenant, and then spun back, prodding Ralph’s chest with a gnarled hand forged via decades of combat. “You lie!”

      “I’ll prove it,” Ralph said, a grim smile crossing his face. “Single combat?”

      “You dare?” Kerril’s wind-beaten lips curved upward, and a desire for blood sparked in his eyes.

      “Oh, I dare. You’re ancient, old man. And if what your friend there just told me is correct, then every one of your little band wants to see Zagorath for themselves.”

      Infernal Essence flooded Ralph with murderous rage and invincible confidence. He wasn’t as strong without the Dark Reaper, but he was still fast. The mace was far heavier a weapon than he was accustomed to, but his muscles had almost doubled in size in a mere week thanks to the powers gained from farming monsters.

      “If I win,” Ralph continued, “I’ll take your place among this band and lead them into Zagorath. If you win, you can take this mace from my cold, dead fingers.”

      The pirates shifted, sudden excitement flooding through them. They looked to their leader, who just laughed at that and stepped back. He unclasped his cloak, letting it fall to the ground, then he tore his shirt over his head. His chest was thin, leathery, and scarred from years of battle.

      “You really think it’ll be that easy?” he cackled. “Well then, boy, it’ll be my pleasure to bury you in these sands. How many do you think I’ve slain?”

      “I really don’t care. Why do you think numbers matter? You won’t prevail against me.”

      The old man—Kerril—gestured, and one of his men gave him a pair of two-handed swords. Rather than select one of the serrated weapons, Kerril took one in each hand. The blades were old and scratched but they shone with fresh oil. The warlord’s muscles bulged with the effort of wielding two-handed swords in single hands, but he seemed well-practiced as he rotated them. The blades whistled as they spun through the air, and his fellow pirates grinned in expectation.

      He stepped forward, and Ralph stepped equally forward to meet him. The others, respecting the ancient tradition, circled them as they drew their own weapons. He’d only ever heard of this in tales at his mother’s bedside, but if he turned to flee, they’d cut him down like a wild beast.

      Then, without warning, Kerril raced a few steps ahead, a black blade arcing down to end the fight before it even began. Ralph narrowly managed to parry it and then saw a second blade hissing downward, looking to take advantage of the opening created. Ralph swung to the right as the serrated edge bit and chewed into his face. He barely felt the pain, though, and charged into his opponent, closing the distance with a firm stride.

      He pivoted the mace over the edge of Kerril’s weapon, the other man now being forced to back off. The pirate’s second sword slid over his first, looking to scissor Ralph’s precious mace from his grasp and tear it away. Kerril wanted to score an easy kill, but Ralph ripped his weapon free and then swung it. Kerril leaped almost five strides into the air, dodging the weapon before landing deftly on his feet.

      The pirate came again, and this time, his blades whirled around for a double-edged killing blow. Ralph used every ounce of his newfound speed to keep the serrated black blades at bay. His opponent had become a whirling dervish of death with an endless supply of energy. Unless Ralph could score a hit, this battle would end swiftly, and not in his favor.

      He turned away a strike, ducked the second, then shot a kick at the old man’s gut, just like the move the troll of Zagorath had used. It caught the pirate off-guard, and he grunted, staggering backward. Ralph dodged back as a wicked blade missed his face by a hair’s breadth. Pressing on, Ralph thrust the mace’s head forward. The stone cracked against the pirate’s chest, but the momentum still wasn’t enough to crack bone. Kerril grimaced, and it seemed the attack had at least bruised him.

      With a scream of rage, the pirate burst forward, his sword descending. Ralph twisted and shoved his leg up into a forceful kick that caught the pirate in the upper arm and spun him around. His other sword, always hovering, snarled toward Ralph’s neck. The mace found the blade, Ralph grunting and cussing as the impact spread the whole way down the length of his weapon to his hands. The reverberations must have shocked Kerril too, because he tensed up and let loose his grip on the sword’s handle.

      The pirates followed them both, keeping the circle in close, watching for any signs of defeat. They cheered at the blood—but cheering for whom, Ralph couldn’t ascertain. It didn’t matter—all that mattered was the old man who stood between Ralph and revenge.

      Kerril needed to die.

      The bruise on the old man’s chest was quickly growing darker, and it seemed Ralph’s first estimation had been wrong; the bones might actually have been broken by the strike, and from the pirate leader’s heavy breathing, it was likely.

      Kerril’s movements were desperate as he brought one of his swords crashing down, looking to split a skull asunder, but Ralph swung to the side and struck gold. The mace smashed into the pirate’s arm, its raw flesh pulverizing before the bone shattered into a dozen fractured pieces.

      “You will die today!” Kerril screamed as his right arm hung loose and useless at his side. His fingers couldn’t even begin to grasp the sword and it clattered to the ground.

      Despite his useless arm, he charged, the other sword hissing as it split the air. Ralph was forced to dive, rolling over onto his shoulder, and coming to his feet once more. Kerril pressed forward, his whole face curled back in a demented snarl while Ralph danced to avoid frenzied slashes. Seeing an opening, Ralph produced a powerful two-handed swing, and the center of the mace’s head cracked hard against the edge of Kerril’s jaw. Teeth exploded from the pirate’s mouth, and as the weapon continued, the rest of his skull erupted. Brain matter and skull fragments sprayed the onlooking pirates, and an eye burst forward from its socket and dangled there, teasing his cheek.

      Kerrill launched backward and crashed to the ground, his huge sword dropping from his now totally lifeless grasp.

      Ralph breathed a long and angry exhale and let the mace fall to his side. “So, the mace is mine,” Ralph snarled, staring deep into his enemy’s cloudy remaining eye. “And so is Zagorath.”

      Essence drifted from the pirate leader’s corpse, none of the others moving to absorb it. They were silent as Ralph drank in the combination of Soul and Infernal Essence. His tattoo filled with power and his muscles throbbed with new energy. Something else entered him, a knowledge that filled his mind.

      Battle tactics appeared, as well as the skills needed to lead a group of warriors. Ralph glanced at Kerril’s swords, the knowledge of how to wield them entering his mind immediately. Absorbing the soul essence of the pirate leader had granted him all of this.

      Ralph looked over the rest of the Sand Pirates and considered what he might earn if he killed them, too; he toyed with mental calculations. The Sand Pirates recoiled as he realized that while they were fine repositories of battle knowledge and essence, he needed them alive. It would take numbers to conquer Zagorath.

      Ralph spat on Kerrik’s corpse and straightened.

      He’d never felt more alive, more invincible, in his life. He’d challenged the pirate leader and won. All that strength, rage, and grief had been the driving force.

      Ralph Kraus, the Chosen One.

      Alaxon had one thing right. He’d chosen correctly.

      Zarrik stepped forward, pulling his scarf away from his mouth. “The gods have spoken.”

      Ralph grinned with manic victory.

      “Prepare yourself. At sunrise two days hence, we shall take Zagorath.”
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      As Abby’s musical moan peaked and fell off, a notification sprang into my consciousness.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Gained New Abilities

        Can now harvest Storm Essence

        Can now craft with Storm Essence

        Trap - Paralysis Ring (Storm)

      

      

      

      I rolled off Abby while her electrifying essence blazed through my bloodstream and mixed with my own. She stared up at the night sky, a gorgeous picture of messy hair and naked curves glowing in the moonlight. The static energy in the air had faded, and as I pulled on my trousers, she finally sat up as her eyes found my form in the dark.

      “I’ve never felt anything like that before,” she murmured, almost shyly.

      “Neither. Thought you were going to fry me for a moment.”

      She blushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      Before she could finish the sentence, I turned and kissed her. She relaxed into me and tried to pull me back down to her warm embrace, but I resisted.

      “As much as I’d like to go another round, I have a dungeon to perfect,” I said as I kissed her a final time.

      “Oh, of course. Priorities.”

      I smiled at her and shrugged. “Adventurers won’t wait for me.”

      “That’s true.”

      My Vampiric Expertise had done its work, and I needed to return to my core.

      Pulling back from Abby, I smiled at her. Once she learned I could use her own essence alongside my own, she’d immediately wonder if I’d just used her. She’d likely think I’d just taken her powers for my own benefit and that I’d leave her behind.

      I decided to tell her, right here, right now.

      “You should know something,” I said. “Remember how you said that Infernal cores disrupt the balance? Become far too powerful, spread, infect, and destroy?”

      Abby looked into my eyes, tilting her head. “Yeah… why do you bring it up?”

      “I can channel your essence now. After—”

      “After you gave me the sunset of my life,” she cut in, a sly smile creeping over her face. “I’m not upset, Dom. You still made your oath before Lilith to protect me. And if I know anything about her —or you— you have no intention of breaking that oath.”

      That same smile touched my lips, and I leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “Get dressed before you recall your avatar. Don’t want you summoning your body naked in front of adventurers, right?”

      Color flushed her face, and she lunged for her clothes before turning to me—but my elf was already dissolving. I kept that shit-eating grin on my face until my Tainted Elf vanished entirely into smoke and hissed toward the entrance of Zagorath. Already, my consciousness was possessing my dungeon, spreading comfortably to every corner, every carving, every inch of the black stone.

      Bertha opened an eye at the touch of my mind. “I heard lightning,” she chuckled as she closed her eye. “Care to explain?”

      “You know full well what was going on,” I snarked back from my jewel.

      Reaching inside my shining fractals, I looked for Puck. I needed all hands on deck now. I summoned him at the cost of 400 Infernal Essence, and his winged form melted out of the ground beside Bertha. Her eyes didn’t open, but her jaw tightened in response.

      “Master! You’ve brought me back.” The ecstatic squeal made me grin, despite myself.

      “How was death?” Bertha asked him, her eyes sliding open.

      “Incredibly unpleasant,” Puck howled, “but I live!”

      He spun in violent circles before barrelling back up into the vents. The imp’s chaos disturbed my Hellbats, creating a frenzied screeching that echoed throughout Zagorath.

      Abby’s jewel flickered at the return of her avatar, and her consciousness touched mine.

      “What in Ciryli’s name was that?” her musical voice washed through my mind.

      “That,” I replied, “was Puck. My other champion.”

      “He’s loud,” Abby grumbled, and I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Ralph might have cut and run, but I don’t think the kid was a dumbass. He’ll be back sooner or later, and he’ll bring more adventurers with him. We also have the Sand Pirates to worry about. Bertha, you still think they’re coming?”

      “I’m certain,” the half-troll replied. “Ma and Jeff sent them a message. As soon as they heard of a dungeon core, they would have dropped everything and made for Shadow Crag.”

      “How many days travel are they?”

      “Three from their base in the Black Sands.”

      “How did Jeff get them a message?” I asked from my gem. “He couldn’t have been gone more than a few hours.”

      “There are traveling stones throughout the realm. Most have deteriorated so much that they don’t allow for actual travel, but it is possible to send messages through them. Jeff would have used one of those.”

      “Hmmm . . . then the Sand Pirates could be here any moment. I need Zagorath at fighting strength, and I need it upgraded.

      Abby had been strangely silent, and I followed her mind. Her senses moved over the First Floor, exploring it. She seemed frustrated but resigned. Something was going on here, something I couldn’t quite decipher.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked her.

      She sighed. “I can’t excavate here.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re not all like you, Dom. These are Lilith’s realms. Even the Physical Essence is drenched in enough of her energy to stop a Storm core from claiming the earth of her realm.”

      Damn. I’d been banking on her being able to help me excavate. The Sand Pirates were coming at some point, and Ralph would likely bring back his own group of adventurers. We were racing against time now. I needed to shift my dungeon, give it new twists, turns, traps, minions.

      My stairs and passages grew longer while the vents expanded until even Von Dominus would be able move through, hunched over. The Pretzel hollowed itself out, and I sucked in the essence, widening the altars. I continued mining the delicious essence until my total reached 7,000.

      I didn’t want to carve out new rooms before I’d perfected the existing ones, so I went to work on renovations. Pillars erupted from the ground of the First Floor, stretched to the ceiling, and carved themselves with the same demonic patterns as the rest of Zagorath. I modified the entrance by refashioning the archway with sculptures of skulls. The detailing was simple to create after seeing so many corpses inside my dungeon, and I used a mixture of human and half-orc bones while modifying the thorns so they were even larger than the entrance’s previous iteration.

      The antechamber’s structure didn’t require any modification, but I adjusted the Bladed-Fan so that the blades were bigger and heavier. Then I reinforced the trap itself so it had enough force to hurl the cleavers into unwitting adventurers and cut through multiple enemies at a time. I moved to the final corridor separating the Pretzel from the First Floor’s chamber. The Ceiling and Floor spikes had been my most effective traps to date, but Ralph—and anyone he’d spoken to—would be expecting the spikes in their current locations.

      I adjusted the insertion points of the traps, and a modified blueprint appeared in my mind. I chose to construct them with Troll Iron rather than Obsidian Alloy to preserve my essence, and then placed them in the walls so the spikes would blast out horizontally, turning the entire corridor into a new kind of deathtrap.

      

      
        
        Zagorath built Wall Spike x4 (Troll Iron)

        Cost: 3,200 Physical Essence

      

      

      

      My mind then turned to the new trap I’d learned through my Vampiric Expertise. The Paralysis Ring. The blueprint was there—maddeningly close—but it needed Storm Essence to activate it, not merely Physical like my simple traps. I could feel the pathways throughout my gem, giving me access to it, but the crackling lines where the electric essence should’ve been was empty, calling out to be filled.

      Could I siphon any of Abby’s Essence? Could two dungeon cores share essence and channel in tandem?

      “Abby,” I said, “do you have any Storm Essence to spare?”

      “I thought you absorbed all of it on the peak,” she said coyly.

      “I’m serious. I can’t absorb it from anything else except you.”

      She grew thoughtful. “I don’t know; I haven’t ever tried.”

      Her consciousness drifted toward mine and entwined with it. Suddenly, a flood of crackling, blue-tinged essence blasted into my jewel.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Absorbed Essence

        +1,420 Storm Essence

      

      

      

      Laughing with delight, I instantly re-routed it. I built a Paralysis Ring in the antechamber as a perfect way to immobilize any adventurers and force them to catch my Bladed-Fan with their face. Then, I constructed two in the corridor. The twin traps overlapped slightly, ready to freeze some hapless idiot in place, right in time for my halberd spikes to leap out, impale them, and crush them into jelly when they were dragged back into the wall. Perfect.

      

      
        
        Zagorath Built Paralysis Rings x3

        Cost: 1,200 Storm Essence

      

      

      

      The width of a Paralysis Ring’s circumference dictated the power of the shock and the requirements for triggering the trap. I’d learned this from the knowledge I’d absorbed from Abby, and the largest one located in my antechamber required three adventures inside its ring before it would trigger. Then it would blast them with a live current and force their muscles to spasm. The other two, situated in the corridor, were smaller, and only needed one invader to step into their circumferences to trigger the effect. The smaller traps delivered a more powerful effect because of the greater concentration of power in the narrower rings. The Fan-Blade and Wall Spikes worked in tandem with the Storm traps, and the thought of the slaughter they would cause made my jewel flicker.

      I really was breaking all the rules in the Sinarius Realms.

      An idea blasted through my consciousness - the missing piece to the puzzle. Previously, my soul forge wouldn’t build anything except Infernal minions, but maybe acquiring Abby’s powers had changed that. I commanded Bertha to take the fairy effigy and place it within the soul forge’s open hand.

      The last of my Storm Essence rocketed through my dungeon, making the black walls tremble with anticipation before it lanced into the soul forge. The divine sigils lit up a bright, brilliant blue, and I watched in astonishment as the forge instantly consumed the tiny effigy that Alaxon had left behind, sending the organic blueprint of the tiny creatures straight to my consciousness.

      

      
        
        Zagorath gained spawnable minions!

      

        

      
        Storm Sprite

        Core: Storm

        Rarity: Common

        Essence Cost per minion: 25 (Storm)

      

      

      

      I summoned a single Storm Sprite and studied the creature as it floated above my soul forge, glowing blue. It was a tiny, almost insect-like pixie-creature, probably no bigger than Von Dominus’s thumb. Tiny wings like a dragonfly kept it in the air, and a crackling reserve of Storm Essence hummed inside its body, ready to be unleashed through eight pairs of little legs. My guess? They latched onto adventurers, electrifying them.

      I poured the rest of the Storm Essence into the forge, spawning seven more sprites. Five went to the antechamber, zipping into the vents, and I left the last three of them in the Pretzel, tucked up in the curving passages by the side-altars.

      “Wow. That actually worked,” Abby muttered in disbelief.

      “Couldn’t have done it without you,” I told her, shaking my mental head in disbelief. “This is incredible. The next pack of adventurers won’t know what hit them.”

      Abby’s consciousness pulsed with happiness, her jewel flickering a bright azure. “I suppose you’ll be spending your Soul Essence now.”

      My entire reserve of Soul Essence was swirling, shining gold, brimming with power, and it needed channeling.

      “I wish I knew where to—” My jewel brightened. “You know what I can use Soul Essence for, don’t you?”

      “I do. You can evolve your champions.”

      “I was wondering when I’d get the chance to do that.”

      “I’ve never seen an evolution,” Abby said. “I’m excited to watch.”

      “Not as excited as I am to do it. But there’s one other question I have—what did you use your Soul Essence for?” I asked.

      “I extended my avatar’s timer.”

      “How long do you have?”

      “Twenty hours,” Abby replied smugly. “It was the only thing I ever used Soul Essence for.”

      “Like I said earlier, I charged a high price to enter my depths. Not all dungeons are ruthless murderers. We evolve and adapt, but we always profit. That is the way of a dungeon. You’ll learn in time, young one.” Her jewel strobed playfully at the name she’d given me.

      We’d slept together once, and now she was more than happy to tease me. I couldn’t help but feel a glow of appreciation for her. She was comfortable here, with me, in Zagorath. And, if our earlier conversation was any indication, she trusted me.

      I wouldn’t let her down. Or my champions.

      It was time to evolve them.

      Soul Essence spiraled through my edges, ready to be released into something new. Using old gaming terminology, it would’ve been the closest thing to experience points I’d seen up until now. Recalling my champions and their evolution paths, I reached out with my mind and found Puck. He was sweeping in and around the shining claws of the soul forge, his whole body flooding with seemingly limitless energy. I touched his mind, and he answered immediately.

      “What does the master desire?”

      “You’ve served me well, Puck, and our spoils have given me the power to transform you into something better, stronger, and far more potent.” I thought about my choices. “Lilith has decided to gift you with a choice of two transformations, in order to better serve Zagorath. You can become a Lava Imp, or a Shade.”

      Puck halted, his mind unusually thoughtful as he perched on an outstretched thorn of the soul forge. “What does the Master desire?”

      Zagorath wasn’t designed to deal with lava, not yet. I’d need time and careful consideration before I started hurling any kind of molten rock over my floors and walls, even if it was more offensively viable.

      “Will the Shade still be able to use shadow-spheres?” I assumed the imp would know about his evolved form but he might have known as little as me.

      “Yes, Master. There was a Shade who lived among my tribe a few centuries ago, and it was said that his shadow-spheres were the largest and most powerful ever seen.”

      “That pleases me,” I said.

      Puck’s shadow-spheres were one of the dungeon’s greatest offensive weapons, spreading over wounded adventurer and turning even a minor scratch into a hellishly painful experience. Again and again, Puck had proven that he worked better as a mobile shock-trooper.

      “What else do you know of the Shade?” I asked the imp.

      “It is a master of the shadows. I’m afraid I know little else.”

      “You’ve told me more than enough to make a decision. Your speed, stealth, and Infernal magic have served me well. If I can increase their potency, your ability to serve Zagorath by slaying those who invade us will increase tenfold. The shadows suit you best, Puck, as they did when we first met.”

      I felt his whole mind flush with pride. “It will be my honor, Master.”

      I gathered the Soul Essence and opened the floodgates, blasting him with the shimmering golden lifeforce. The moment it touched him, it twisted and morphed his form. Instinct—or, perhaps, the invisible, clawed hand of Lilith herself—shifted the path of the essence. Under the new influx of shimmering power, Puck began to change. His short, squat body lengthened, flesh and bones curling to accommodate the transformation. My champion’s black-grey skin deeped, until he was almost the shade of the soul forge itself.

      Bone-white claws lengthened, and I watched in fascination as his wings expanded outwards, becoming almost the same size as his body. They curled behind him, razor-sharp blades of bone jutting from the skeletal fingers wrapped in leathery flesh. His arms and legs extended, too. His face became less pig-like, and took on an almost human visage while his blood-red eyes flashed with hellish excitement. The last of the sparkling gold energy flowed around him, before he breathed it in. Then his consciousness shifted—the relentless energy was still there, but it was now more agile, focused, and less hyperactive.

      

      
        
        Evolution. . . Success!

        Puck the Infernal Imp successfully evolved into a Shade!

      

        

      
        Shade

        Name: Puck

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Magic

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Ifrit, Greater Shade)

      

      

      

      When Puck’s voice touched my consciousness again, it’d utterly changed. The high-pitched tone had been replaced with something rougher, deeper, and crackling, like slate breaking underfoot. “Ah, Master. You honor me.”

      “I reward those who serve me well,” I told him. “Scout the mountain and report any movement.”

      “When I return, shall I shout from the stairs again?” he asked sarcastically. “In case you’re busy with the troll? Or this new core clinging to your mind, like a snail to its shell?”

      Abby’s gem flared in indignation, but I just chuckled.

      “Not tonight,” I told him. “Go forth, Champion.”

      I looked over him, and I couldn’t help but admire just how much more terrifying he looked—far more fitting to my darkness-drenched halls of volcanic stone than a bowling ball with wings.

      “You let your minions sass you?” Abby asked.

      “They’re my champions,” I replied, “and banter is healthy.”

      As Bertha entered the First Floor, Puck took to the air and vanished up into the newly-widened vents.

      Bertha’s mouth dropped. “Was that… Puck?”

      “Yes,” I answered from my jewel. “The essence of the adventurers has the potential to make my champions stronger than even they could imagine.”

      Bertha’s eyes widened as she realized what I had in store for her.

      “Yes, Bertha. You’ll also be getting an upgrade.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “The War Troll,” Bertha said immediately. “I’ve heard tell of the greatest warriors of my people. They were gifted with incredible wrath by a dungeon that made them capable of slaying legions. My use to you, Master, is in speed and handling weapons, not raw power and armor. The Cave Troll is a mighty creature, but it would not serve my function to you.”

      Bertha might as well have read my mind.

      I was a little worried that the beautiful half-troll’s appearance might become more like a troll, but I needed her to be stronger. The loss of her good looks would be a worthy sacrifice if it meant a more powerful champion.

      Power rushed through me as I grasped the Soul Essence and poured it into Bertha. Her body tightened as the gold energy flooded from the floor under her. Her purple tattoos blazed bright, flooding the antechamber with a visceral amethyst. A moan of pure ecstasy fled from my champion’s chest as I waited for the physical changes that had shifted and changed Puck.

      The half-troll’s skin shimmered, and her tattoos lengthened, becoming more thorned as they etched themselves deeper into her flesh. Her powerful form grew less muscular, more refined and angular. She had always been beautiful, but now she was a picture of feminine beauty. Yet her purple eyes still carried a lethal and cunning edge.

      

      
        
        Evolution. . . Success!

        Bertha the Hell Troll successfully evolved into a War Troll!

      

        

      
        War Troll

        Name: Bertha

        Core: Infernal

        Rarity: Magic

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Black Troll, Blood Troll)

      

      

      

      The gold light faded, and the last of the Soul Essence flowed free of my core. My champion took a long, deep breath, and then opened her eyes. They were alight, her irises shining like gems. She rolled backward to her feet with a slick agility I’d never seen before. She stretched her neck, and I heard a rippling crackle of pops as she loosened her shoulders.

      Bertha flexed her hands, and the muscles in her forearms striated. Despite the increase to her size, she was still attractive. She produced a familiar bloodthirsty grin as she took up her poleaxe, rotating it so fast that it turned into a blur. She spun it again and again, from hand to hand and around her body.

      Bertha allowed the weapon to still by her side. “Thank you, Master.”

      “You’re welcome. I like your new moves.”

      “They’re not the only ones I’ve learned.” She took a step forward, and then cartwheeled through the air without so much as a hand on the ground. Her weapon whirled around her, repeating patterns that would have required years of practice, but her evolution granted her them in a second. She continued the masterful display of fighting skills that I’d never seen before, in a game or the world I’d left behind.

      I stirred the Hellbats and the Sprites into a frenzy, and they swooped down from the vents. Their screeches filled with chambers of Zagorath with a hellish din that reverberated off my walls. Bertha halted and looked up as the minions swirled around her. I willed them to pick up the pace, and they raced through the cavernous spaces before I extended my consciousness and settled them down. I felt a tickle of almost flirtatious energy, and then turned my focus to Abby.

      “What do you think?” I asked as her consciousness danced around mine.

      I imagined her shaking her head as awe colored her voice. “It’s incredible. I’ve never seen anything like this before. You’re so new, and yet…” Her voice faded, and her avatar slid into existence beside one of the brand-new pillars of the First Floor.

      Finding Von Dominus, I summoned him and left behind the omnipresence of Zagorath to possess his mind. I stepped off the impressive new dais and strolled toward her. The storm avatar’s pale fingers tracked the glittering sable patterns of the newly-forged obsidian.

      I smiled at her. “This enough to change your mind about Infernal Dungeons?”

      “I don’t trust Lilith,” Abby said, turning her eyes to me. “But I trust you.”

      “Funny what a little roll on a mountaintop can do, isn’t it?”

      Her skin went a bright red, but her wonderful coral mouth curved into a shy smile. “It’s not just that. Having seen how fast you can move, learn, adapt. . .“ Her eyes lingered on mine. “That kind of power must be intoxicating.”

      I moved closer, feeling my blood warming as our gaze deepened, turning into something else entirely. The charm of my elf continued to surprise me. Back at the beginning, when I’d wanted to play something charismatic, I hadn’t thought he’d be so well-suited for seduction. But Abby couldn’t take her eyes off me. She was drinking me in, and I reached out with my mind, almost instinctively. My power reached into her gaze and touched her consciousness through my avatar. Her mind was slippery, constantly shifting, and difficult to grasp with my own. Instead of continuing to pry, I removed my power.

      “It has its perks,” I smirked, and she blinked, the spell broken.

      Abby exhaled, as though the release had been a relief. Her tongue flickered out—unconsciously, I was sure—and traced her lips as she stared into my eyes.

      “I want to know something.” I traced her face with a fingertip, brushing a curl of hair from her eye.

      “What is it?”

      “Your avatar. What are its powers? What can you do with it?”

      Abby smiled shyly and placed a velvety hand on my chest.

      Then, without warning, electricity exploded through my body. The shock blasted blast me off my feet and sent me sliding across the obsidian. Stunned, all I could do was lay there for a minute while the lightning jerked through my muscles. I didn’t know whether to be irritated, or impressed.

      With a deft twist of my hips, I pulled myself onto my feet. Abby was already moving toward me, her eyes a crackling azure and lightning sparking between her fingers. Her hair danced with static, and even here, I could feel the electricity radiating from her.

      “Damn,” I said, “you’re really something, aren’t you?”

      “I’m a Storm Elemental,” Abby told me. “After Ciryli bonded my soul to my core, this form was the closest thing I could find to my own skin. I wasn’t like you—it took me fifty years to earn an avatar.”

      The electricity flickered and died down, her hair falling back over her face. The dancing lightning in her hands fizzled out, leaving behind the smell of fresh rain and ozone.

      “Well, it was definitely worth the wait.” I smiled at her.

      Abby knew I was talking about the mountaintop, and I watched the blood flow back into her cheeks. But she didn’t stop stepping toward me, drawn to me like a magnet. I could see it in the way her pearly teeth chewed at her lip, the way her eyes constantly raced over my bare skin, the way it caught the blood-red and azure light of our cores.

      Curiosity at her crackling form washed over me, and I tilted my head as I looked over her. The embodied of a lightning storm grew closer as her eyes communicated a raw desire. I had thought the residual electricity was part of her being a dungeon core avatar, but this new form was something else completely. Was this her avatar’s perk? Transforming into what could only be described as a Storm Elemental?

      It was powerful, and more to the point, it could help Zagorath. A crazy idea swam into my mind, and I chuckled as I stepped away from her.

      “Show me more,” I said.

      Abby’s face couldn’t hide the disappointment that flickered past it. “What do you mean?”

      “Your powers. What can you do?”

      Her eyes glowed as a smile touched her face. “So much more.”

      I opened my arms invitingly as a smirk crossed my face. “Hit me with your best shot.”

      She hesitated, her eyes beginning to clear. I couldn’t have that—I needed to keep that power firing through her to find out what else she could do with it. My elf’s agility covered the floor in a few rapid paces as I laughed and whipped past her. She reached for me, but I ducked beneath her outstretched arm. My hand caught her wonderfully-formed ass with a firm but playful slap. Storm Essence boiled through her at the contact as lightning crackled through her clothes and turned her skin a bright blue.

      There was the Storm Elemental. That’s what I wanted to see.

      “Hey!” she snarled, her eyes narrowing.

      “Come on,” I said as I zipped behind a pillar. “Catch me. Pin me down. Defeat me, and you can take whatever you like from my avatar.”

      “I’m not sure you really want to see the full extent of my powers,” Abby said as the lightning swirling around her retreated into her pale flesh.

      What was it going to take for her to stay in elemental form?

      I poked my head out from behind the pillar and smirked at her. “You weren’t quite as hesitant on the peak, Abby. Something change? Or are you just getting bored of me?”

      “You’re a cretin,” she muttered playfully before she started forward.

      “And you’re slow.” I laughed, kicking off the pillar. “Show me the real power flowing through those lovely veins of yours.”

      Lightning blazed to her boots, and in half a second, she’d covered the distance between us. I swung out of the way to dodge her sparking fingertips and rolled behind yet another pillar.

      “Bertha, First Floor!” My voice boomed through the chamber as Abby chased me.

      I wanted to test the full capabilities of both my women, and there was no better way than pitting them against each other. I just had to stall until Bertha got here.

      Abby was fast, faster even than my elf’s fleet footfalls. Her boots skipped over the obsidian floors like… well, lightning. While I was agile enough to change direction at the last second, my movements were becoming predictable. She appeared in front of me, her whole body laced with lightning. This time, I couldn’t dodge her hands, and she caught hold of my chest. Lightning blasted through my system, and I spasmed, crashing into a wall.

      The Storm Elemental shot toward me and leaned over my spasming form.

      “Now are you ready to end this little test?” A grin of pure triumph appeared on Abby’s face, and she leaned in to kiss me as the lightning retreated from her lips.

      I slipped under her arms yet again and smacked her ass playfully on the way out. Only this time, lightning flared at the contact, and an electric surge hit me like a runaway pick-up truck. A clap of thunder filled my ears as I slid across the floor. My muscles seized up again, and I gritted my teeth through the painful cramps.

      I grounded myself on the obsidian as the rock seemed to drink the energy from my skin. My hair stood on end like some kind of 80’s rockstar, and Abby chuckled as she advanced.

      “That’s quite the hair style,” she said.

      “Thirty years ago, it was all the rage on Earth,” I said as I noticed Bertha enter through the corridor. From the smile on her face and the way she hefted her halberd, my champion knew my intent. This was a game, and she intended on playing her part.

      “Sounds like you’re old-fashioned, Dom.” She lifted a finger, and a lightning bolt danced on its tip.

      Abby was having fun with this.

      Good. It was about to get a hell of a lot more fun.

      Bertha raced in from behind, her Amazonian form rippling with the same power as a hunting feline. Abby half-turned, saw my half-troll closing in, and dove across the polished floor. The elemental righted herself and zipped to the side as Bertha shifted her momentum. The dull handle of the half-troll’s poleaxe arced, looking to catch the Storm Elemental’s jaw, but Abby was out of range. The avatar raised her hands and lightning arced out from her fingertips, catching my champion in the chest. Bertha’s warrior braid sparked and stood on end before she hit the floor on her hands and knees. Her teeth gritted as the electricity coursed through her, stunned her, and kept her in place.

      I figured I needed to even the odds a little, so I burst in from Abby’s left and aimed at her feet with a sliding kick. Caught off guard, she yelped as she collapsed. Bright blue sparks danced across her flesh as she touched the floor. The avatar didn’t stay down long; the lightning seemed to lift her upright.

      The tempest brewing around Abby darkened, and tiny storm clouds appeared above her head. She was a hell of a sight—a walking thunderstorm—as she blazed toward me again, eyes burning with essence. Bertha suddenly swooped from the right and crash-tackled the elemental, taking her to the floor. Abby twisted and got a hand to the half-troll’s tightly-bound chest. Bertha’s eyes widened as she realized how dangerous close combat with an elemental could be, and Abby confirmed it by blasting the half-troll into the air like she weighed nothing more than a paperclip. Bertha corrected her fall and landed on her feet.

      “Not bad,” I commented as I leaned on a pillar and watched. “Not bad at all.”

      Bertha snarled, and her purple tattoos flared while her muscles expanded. Her evolved form seemed to grow more powerful with fury, and her footfalls cratered my polished floors as she charged. The half-troll didn’t slow as she snatched her halberd from the ground and swung for Abby’s leg. The storm avatar darted aside and hit my champion with a torrent of blue energy. This time, Bertha remained standing, her frenzied state giving her the stamina to withstand a direct hit. Abby lifted her palm again and sent more storm bolts into Bertha. To her credit, the half-troll kept her feet, despite her nerves and whole body being fried with lightning. The poleaxe shook in her hand as she waded through the energy.

      I didn’t want to waste precious essence on resurrecting Bertha, so I shot toward Abby and caught hold of her from behind. I wrapped an arm around her throat, and Bertha was finally released from her torment.

      Lightning raced through me again, forcing my muscles to contract. I endured the stunning force and yanked the elemental backward. We both crashed to the floor while I held her in a playful headlock. She twisted, trying to get free, but her essence rippled through me and kept me locked tight. Realizing this, she stopped channelling, just as the razor-sharp edge of Bertha’s poleaxe came to rest on her cheek. My champion was smiling now, her snarl from before now a genuine expression of admiration and appreciation.

      “You fight well, little one,” the half-troll said to Abby. “A little more finesse and finer application—you truly would be a force to reckon with.”

      I loosened my grip on Abby, and the lightning retreated into her pores as if someone had snuffed out the essence within her like a candle. She was now the creamy-skinned blonde I’d first met. Her body relaxed into mine, and I realized the Storm Elemental was just happy to be touching me again, even if I could’ve broken her neck from behind.

      It was a weird method of flirting, but this wasn’t Earth, and these two weren’t exactly ordinary females. While were different, they were both warriors. This kind of sparring probably sent passion racing through their veins—it certainly fired me up.

      I grinned at Bertha, who smiled in return and then inclined her head in a sign of respect.

      “With your leave, Master?” she asked.

      I nodded. “As you were.”

      Bertha turned and vanished behind a pillar before heading through the corridor and back toward the antechamber.

      I stood and shook the last of the static and electricity from my limbs. “This next pack of adventurers—they’re likely to be stronger than anything I’ve encountered before. It’s only going to end in our favor if we work together.”

      Abby lifted herself from the dais, and I stepped closer to her. Her gloved hands encircled my neck, pulling me nearer.

      “Will you stand with us?” I asked.

      “You gave me hope.” She kissed my cheek and traced her mouth over my jaw. “You freed me. Why would I do anything else?”

      My mind flashed back to my champion vacancy, and a crazy idea occurred to me. I didn’t even know whether it would work, but I wanted her permission before attempting to capture her. Call me old fashioned, but even as a vampiric elf, I wanted those under my command to show some willingness.

      “Will you be my champion?” I asked her.

      When Abby went still, my hands slid over her hips and pulled her closer. Her amazing azure eyes found mine, searching for deceit and manipulation, but she found neither. I meant it. I meant every fucking word. If I could have Abby as a champion of Zagorath, she’d never be lost to me. I could heal her, and even if her core was destroyed, she’d still be with me. By my side. She’d never die and never have to worry about being trapped again. She was a core. Abby understood the implications. She’d either be trapped inside my dungeon heart for my own uses if her avatar was to die, but it gave her two homes. She could live within her own jewel, flickering behind her—or mine, the blood-red, swirling heart of Zagorath.

      “Is that even possible?” she asked finally.

      “Suppose it is.” I  pressed my lips to hers, loving the feeling of her tingling skin. “You’ll always be by my side. Always protected. Always safe. We can hunt down Karlyle together and punish him for his sins. And when Entropy marches on Zagorath, you’ll be right here, with me. And the others.”

      “You don’t strike me as a monogamous type,” Abby said, but she smiled.

      I shrugged. “I’m good at sharing. Are you?”

      “I can learn,” she said, and her mouth found mine again.

      This was different from our first kiss. She was surer of herself this time. My smirk grew as her hands raced over my bare chest and her fingers massaged the ridges in my muscles. Her tongue probed, finding mine and curling around it. Abby stood on tiptoe, and her knee brushed against my thigh. On a whim, I caught her under the arm and took her to the glassy floor. She moaned in anticipation as I pinned her hips with mine. I stared deep into her eyes and reconnected with her soul.

      “So, your answer?” I asked as my vision clouded with a vampiric haze.

      “I think you know what it is.” She giggled.

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      “I accept your proposition. I’ll be your champion, Von Dominus.”

      My gaze shifted, and suddenly I was swimming in her consciousness. I came to understand every inch of her skin and every facet of her power. As I studied her mind, I learned it was utterly different from my other champions. It wasn’t conniving and hyperactive, or a war between a disciplined half and a second half that boiled with savagery. Abby’s mind was a windswept garden, bursting with color and rain and beauty.

      Then, as she squirmed, her fingers tore her clothing and bared herself to me. My gaze had ignited the passion within her, and she was eager to relive our mountaintop experience. The electricity of her flesh tingled and ticked my blood, and then a brief notification flickered over my vision.

      

      
        
        Charm test . . . Success!

        Abigail the Storm Elemental successfully Captured!

      

        

      
        Storm Elemental (Storm Avatar)

        Name: Abigail

        Core: Storm

        Rarity: Legendary

        Possible Evolutions: 2 (Tempest Elemental, Raiju)

      

      

      

      Abby moaned softly in my pointed ear as she pulled me into her. She didn’t need to tell me twice—in a moment, her cloak became a blanket yet again. We swapped places so that she was on top, and this time it was me who received. My back arched as her tingling lips found me. Her tongue sent electric waves rolling from my member, along my stomach, and into my head. I clenched my teeth and gripped her hair as every muscle in my body tightened. Before I could release my tension, Abby nestled herself onto me. As her hips moved with an electrifying rhythm, a thought occurred to me.

      There’d never been a lightning storm on the First Floor before.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Interlude

          

        

      

    

    
      The men at Ralph’s back were seasoned professionals—nothing like the Scalpers had been. The Sand Pirates moved with speedy efficiency, always together and protecting each other’s backs. As they ascended Shadow Crag, any Infernal monsters that crossed their paths were quickly slain. Alaxon had died before he could explain how to work with other adventurers, but Ralph was a fast learner. Their tactics were new to him, and he studied them with a keen eye.

      The pirates traveled in a loose group, using a tempting, single target as a way to draw the creatures. Then that one individual moved back while the other pirates hungrily surged forward, dispatching the creatures. Even in tight knots of four or five, the enemy mobs couldn’t stand up to Ralph’s new band of adventurers. Their weapons, their sigils, and the Infernal Essence pumping through their veins was too much for Lilith’s spawn.

      The band took a different path from the one Ralph and the Scalpers had used, a snaking trail leading up the opposite side of the foreboding mountain. The ex-lieutenant, and now Ralph’s right-hand man, Zarrik, hadn’t been lying—these pirates were starving for Infernal Essence. They were only too happy to feed their sigils on the guardians of the mountain.

      Halfway up the mountain path, the pirates rolled out their packs and pitched their tents for the night. There was only one more day until they’d reach Zagorath, and Ralph wanted someone to speak with. He’d remained mostly silent on the journey so far, but it was probably worth getting to know the pirates a little before trusting them with his life inside the dungeon. He approached Zarrick, and the grizzled warrior offered him dried jerky.

      “Thank you.” Ralph took a mouthful of the old meat and gritted his teeth at the taste.

      “You’ve held up well. Not bad for a kid.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Ralph said, his voice edged with danger. He swallowed the last of the jerky and his stomach felt satisfied. He didn’t need much sustenance, not with the magical power rippling through his body. The essence nurtured him and doused his need for such simple things as food.

      “I meant no harm. Youth is something you should take pride in. When it’s gone, there’s no way to get it back. Not unless you find yourself with some Holy magic.”

      “We’re a long way from the Holy Realm,” Ralph commented.

      “That we are. Should consider ourselves lucky,” Zarrik said. “It’s something terrible over there.”

      “You’ve been?”

      “Fuck no. That’s a journey and a half that one. Without magic, it’d take months, maybe even years. I just heard stories. Got themselves a real problem with the guilds, and the god who rules over the Holy Realm is a real piece of work.”

      Ralph sat on a stray boulder beside Zarrik and let his eyes glance over the others. I They seemed to be in a good mood, chuckling at some lowbrow joke. Blades whistled as the pirates sharpened them while smoke billowed from pipes filled with a heady leaf from the Black Sands.

      “They seem pleased,” Ralph observed.

      “These are the first kills we’ve made in weeks,” Zarrik said. “Our band has been starving for essence. Our power dwindles without a constant stream of energy.”

      “I have barely rested, so I wouldn’t know.”

      “You’ll find the thirst for essence is insatiable. It’ll turn you into a fiend. Something about the way Infernal tattoos are made. They hook you worse than the sand-weed those fellas are smoking.”

      Ralph could feel the hunger for power, but it didn’t seem insatiable. He wanted to grow stronger; it wasn’t the essence making him desire it.

      “Is Zagorath truly as valuable as you say it is?” Zarrik asked.

      Ralph’s mind flickered back to the dungeon. The side-altars, the sigil-infused weapons resting there in the blood-red light, and the monsters filled with essence were all waiting to be claimed. The dungeon had claimed the lives of Alaxon and the entire band of Scalpers, so its power would’ve done nothing except grow.

      It would be a difficult battle, but Ralph believed they could win. The Scalpers had been amateurs, and Ralph had never dived a dungeon before. The Sand Pirates were something else entirely, and he now had the benefit of experience. After all, he’d defeated Kerril, the leader of the Sand Pirates, and he now wielded the dead man’s swords.

      “It’s claimed everybody who’s walked down its steps,” Ralph told his right-hand man.

      “Except you,” Zarrik said with a smile.

      “Aye. Except me.”

      “You said you conquered it. How?”

      Ralph didn’t flinch. If he was to perpetuate the lie, he would have to be unblinking about it. “The others were too enthusiastic, too consumed with greed. They fell, but not before they took the dungeon’s champions with them. From there, it was a simple matter of taking the mace and leaving.”

      “And you left the core behind?” Zarrik muttered, shaking his head.

      “Wouldn’t you?” Ralph challenged him. “If it’s allowed to thrive, then the monsters of Shadow Crag and all of the Infernal Realm grow in strength. Giving us more essence. A constant stream of it. Would you not do the same?”

      Alaxon had taught Ralph all about the economy of dungeons, and the false-priest had also mentioned that cores were not so easily taken after their roots were planted into the earth. It required high-order magic to remove a sealed core, but Zarrik obviously didn’t know this. Ralph didn’t hold the pirate’s ignorance against him; it wasn’t unreasonable for him to know so little about dungeons—after all there hadn’t been one in this realm for centuries.

      Zarrik nodded. “You make a good point. Never thought there’d be a dungeon back here. Sounds like the realm is on the up. What’s our next move, Chief?”

      Ralph almost flinched this time. Chief? Was that his new title? It sure sounded good coming off the other man’s tongue. He looked down at his hands and the ring glittering on his finger. He had taken from Kerril’s gnarled hand, and only in the moonlight could he easily see the runes etched into its surface. It carried an enchantment, but Ralph hadn’t determined its use yet. He was already strong, fast, and filled with an unshakable bloodlust—but were they a result of magic or just his desire to ascend through adventurer ranks?

      “Chief?” Zarrik prodded.

      “We stay to the path,” Ralph said after he recalled the other man’s question. “More monsters crawl over this mountain, drawing their power from Zagorath. If we’re to survive its depths, we need to be brimming with Essence. How are the others? Have they had their fill yet?”

      His new lieutenant laughed. “We’re never satisfied, Ralph.”

      Ralph grinned at their shared motivations. “Then let’s allow the others to rest. We move at dawn.”

      Visions of Zagorath filled Ralph’s light sleep, and he awoke constantly to the imagined sounds of battle. Rather than spend the evening tossing and turning, he decided to take watch and allow his men a full night’s rest.

      When the sun peeked over the horizon, they resumed their journey up the mountain. Sulfur gnomes crawled from the cracks and holes of Shadow Crag, accompanied by an enormous bat with glowing red eyes and huge fangs. Ralph had never seen such a thing, but when one of the party—an enormous man named Razen—brought his huge warhammer of matte steel down on its head, Infernal energy radiated from the strike and caused the monster’s skull to implode. Bone and brain matter splattered over the gnomes, and they scattered in retreat.

      Razen hefted his hammer back over his shoulder as the Infernal Essence swirled into his tattoo. The brands glowed a shimmering blood-red and made his eyes glitter with power.

      “Should we go after the gnomes?” a half-orc said.

      “No,” Ralph said as he watched the monsters retreated into their warrens. “There’ll be plenty more essence on our journey. And the greatest prize awaits!”

      The Sand Pirates roared their approval before mustering forward. Ralph took a moment to run his hands over Kerril’s broadswords holstered on his back. He had used them frequently, and they proved as effective as the Dark Reaper. Even still, a lingering doubt hovered in his mind. Alaxon had admitted to lying about the prophecy, but a sliver of hope existed. Mother had told Ralph that he would be something great, and he’d always thought she carried the gift of prophecy. Maybe the false-priest had actually made a valid premonition?

      The thought carried Ralph onward as he traversed the mountain alongside his band of pirates. They continued slaying monsters, soaking up their essence, and increasing in power. Taking Zagorath would be a simple task at the speed of their progression.

      When they were almost at the peak, a deafening screech pierced the air, and Ralph  recoiled as his blood boiled at the very sound of it. The Sand Pirates hesitated, and Zarrik cursed in his native dialect, before looking back to Ralph.

      “What the fuck was that?” The lieutenant's eyes were wide, and his expression showed fear for the first time.

      Ralph recalled his first climb with the Scalpers and how a similar sound had drifted across the mountain. It had been duller then, barely a whisper. Even Alaxon, with all of his experience, hadn’t known the source of the sound. But it was far closer now, and more threatening.

      Every foe they’d faced thus face had fallen before pirate blades. This would be no different. An extra supply of essence would only help them conquer Zagorath with more ease.

      Ralph gripped the two swords, and they hissed free of the leather as he unsheathed them. The dark blates glittering in the failing light of the sunset.

      “It sounded big,” he said to his men, not a hint of fear penetrating his voice. “Perfect for us.”

      The pirates seemed to drink in Ralph’s confidence, and he wondered whether this might be the magic present inside the ring. They certainly obeyed his every command, and his emotions seemed to drift over them and penetrate their hearts.

      Good. He would need men willing to die at his word. Kerril’s knowledge had taught him as much. Years of battle tactics and leadership skills filled his mind while the magical substance roared through his body.

      “We’ll go where you lead, Chief,” Zarrik said, and the rest nodded in assent.

      The screeches grew louder as they approached with weapons drawn. Ralph lifted a hand, and they all crouched behind a crop of boulders. As he lifted his head to peak over a rock, an enormous flying creature suddenly dove from above. Ralph only caught a glimpse of the thing—a long, slithering neck with feathers, a round gut covered in scales, and  dragon-like wings—before he dived toward the wall of the mountain. The monster’s beak struck the ground, shattering the slate where he’d been a second before.

      The Sand Pirates moved in a pincer-formation to try and trap the giant creature, but it lifted free of the ground before they could ensnare it. They let fly with crossbows, but the Orc Steel bolts didn’t penetrate the monster’s flesh or tear through its wings.

      “Don’t waste your bolts,” Ralph said. “Save them for the dungeon.”

      The monster dived again, targeting Ralph again. It must have known he was the leader, or it could sense the powerful equipment he was carrying. Either way, he wasn’t going to let the monster end his dungeon dive before it began. The left broadsword slashed down as the creature came within striking distance, and the blade cut through its eye. The monster recoiled and flew to the mountainside behind them. Blood oozed from its wound, and it swiveled its head to seek out more prey. A black chain was attached to its back, and it seemed to be buried on the mountain’s peak.

      Who had placed it here? Was this the work of Zagorath?

      “Draw it down,” Ralph said, dismissing the questions. “There’s no use trying to climb and get it. We need it on the ground.”

      The monster sprung from its perch and attacked Zarrik this time. The lieutenant dived and rolled over the cracked slate to avoid certain death. Magical speed ignited in Ralph’s limbs, and he burst toward the monster. He leaped into the air and half-flew toward his intended destination. The creature didn’t see him coming, and the twin swords sank into his neck. Black and red burst from its throat, and the monster thrashed. Ralph tried to hold onto his swords, but his fingers loosened and he tumbled from the creature’s back. He  struck the hard ground, and as the dying creature continued to scream and flail, he rolled to his feet. His boots struggled to grip the loose scrabble as the threat of being flung off the cliff in the monster’s death throes became an almost certain reality. The monster crashed into him, and his right foot slid over the cliff. His left came after, and it was only a quick flash of his hands that saved him from falling off. The rock bit into his fingers as he clamped onto the cliff’s edge.

      “Chief!” Zarrik yelled, and then came a furious clamor of weapons striking flesh.

      Ralph scrambled over the cliff as Razen leapt from a boulder, bringing his hammer whirling down. With a blast of Infernal Essence, the winged monster was hurled from the mountain’s edge, Ralph spinning away at the last second.

      The enormous black chain trailed behind it and then suddenly snapped. It cracked like a whip and recoiled after the monster. Ralph watched in horror as the metal links wrapped around Zarrik’s legs and dragged him toward the cliff.

      “Help me!” the pirate screamed, but the rest of the crew were too far away, and he was traveling to his doom far too quickly.

      Ralph sprang forward, the Infernal Essence blasting through his system and giving him the strength of Lilith’s spawn. He gripped the metal chain in both hands and planted his feet against a boulder.

      “You don’t die here,” Ralph growled through gritted teeth. “Come on, climb!”

      The weight of both pirate and monster was almost too much to bare, but then the rest of the cohort lined up behind Ralph and tugged on the end of the chain. Soon, Zarrik was back onto the cliff, but the monster’s link to its chain had been severed. Only a hunk of flesh remained at the end of the chain now.

      “You have my thanks, Chief,” Zarrik said.

      “You live!” Razen said as he clapped Ralph on the back. “You are like a man of prophecy, one who cannot die.”

      Ralph grinned. “It’s a pity about—”

      “The swords?” Razen asked as he nodded at both weapons lying bloody on the ground. “A true pirate never leaves anything that can’t be taken. I pulled them from the monster before I gave it the end of my warhammer.”

      Ralph took the swords, wiped the blood from the blades, and then sheathed them. He walked to the cliff’s edge and peered down at the massacred monster that had splattered on a crag a few dozen paces beneath. Infernal Essence drifted from the corpse, and he closed his eyes to concentrate. He gritted his teeth from the effort of drawing the substance upward, but after a few moments, it was already siphoning into his sigil. He stopped halfway through the process and turned to his men.

      “You can have the rest,” he said.

      The pirates jumped at the opportunity for more spoils while Zarrik stood beside Ralph. He didn’t absorb any of the essence, likely because he thought he didn’t deserve it by almost dying. Ralph had almost died, too, but he wouldn’t give up the opportunity for essence just for the sake of honor. He would provide his men with some of the spoils, so he wasn’t entirely without honor.

      Zarrik slung his crescent-bladed axe over his shoulder and slapped Ralph’s shoulder. “Shall we continue, Chief?”

      “Aye,” Ralph said. “Onward to Zagorath!”

      As they started back up the path, keeping their eyes upward for more of the creatures, Zarrik spoke again.

      “The gods truly blessed us with you, Ralph Kraus.”

      Ralph didn’t think the question foolish, but he wanted to know more. “How so?”

      “Kerril would’ve left me to die,” he told me simply. “You didn’t.”

      “You chose to follow me. You trusted me. The Scalpers—those that I first raided the dungeon with—they refused to. Victory lies with me leading the Sand Pirates, and I want you by my side. Every last one of you must enter the dungeon, and every last one of you must leave it victorious.”

      It was an unlikely scenario, but Kerril’s knowledge flowed through Ralph’s mind and told him that a leader needed to fill his troops with courage, even if his words were false.

      “We’ll follow you to the end,” Zarrik said, and a murmur of assent came from the others.

      Another steep climb, and yet another feathered monstrosity erupted from the mountainside. This time, Ralph had much more time to set eyes on it. But for the warping of Lilith, this monster might’ve been human once upon a time. Now it was vulture-like, fastened to the mountain by a long black chain, each link almost the size of his outstretched hand and thick as the haft of a smith’s hammer.

      The pirates were ready this time, and they darted closer to the mountainside, forcing the monster to adjust its flightpath. A pirate—his name was Undzin— jabbed a long poleaxe at the monster’s face, slicing open the corvian skull and forcing it to retreat. Led by Razen and Zarrik, the others surged forward, heavy weapons ready to cleave and crush. Feeling the Infernal Essence feeding his rage, Ralph charged forward as the monster swiped with its huge wings, looking to hurl him into the abyss.

      This time, they’d all learned their lesson. They were focused and single-minded in their goal—destroy this vile creature and take its essence for themselves. Two pirates pinned its wings, their blades tearing through its feathered flesh. Blood fountained from the creature as it twisted and tried in vain to find and pierce one of the pirates. There were too many pirates for the monster to succeed, and Ralph dodged a savage strike from the creature’s beak before sweeping both broadswords over his head and decapitating the monster with one almighty swing. The beast went slack and slid sideways. The chain on its stout collar rattled as the corpse of the monster slid off the cliff. The chain broke rather than leaving the creature suspended over the mountainside.

      “The links must break after it dies,” Zarrik commented.

      Ralph took the lead and siphoned half the monster’s essence before granting the pirates the rest. While it might have been seen as unfair, none of the band protested. He was their chief, after all, and he needed to be strong. Ralph was starting to think he was destined to lead in this manner.

      After they absorbed the last of the essence and moved on, they found themselves on a plateau, crowded with the creatures. There were at least five of them, curled protectively over nests of eggs.

      Ralph pulled Kerril’s blades from his back, and the sigils etched into the blades glowed as they greedily fed on the power inside his body. One gave him far greater swiftness than even the Reaper could offer. The other gave him explosive strength, offering an explanation for the duel and the old leader’s absurd dexterity in wielding these weapons.

      The moment the monsters sensed the pirates, their reared their enormous bodies, flared out their wings, and screeched with almost enough force to burst eardrums. Ralph didn’t even need to see his fellow Sand Pirates to know that they were spreading out behind him, knuckles white around their weapons.

      “There’s too many,” Zarrik warned from the left. “We’ll take your lead, Chief. Give the word and we’ll strike.”

      The murmurs from the other pirates were less sure this time, but not one of them was silent.

      As loathe as Ralph was to admit it, his lieutenant was right. The monsters hadn’t attacked them yet, and they almost seemed a little afraid. They weren’t the giant feathered beasts who had taken significant effort to slay. In fact, they were a little smaller and their chains were shorter. Their talons seemed blunted, and their faces were spotted with bright red patches.

      “They’re females,” Ralph said with a smile. “They’re sitting on eggs. I don’t think they’ll attack us.”

      “Then we move through them?” Razen asked.

      “Aye,” Ralph replied.

      “What of their essence?” Undzin asked. His eyes were ablaze with a desperate hunger, and it seemed that Zarrik’s words about essence-hunger were true. He was like a madman, and Ralph had seen enough town drunks back on Cothslar to know that a drink was the only thing that would cure them.

      “I didn’t say we were going to leave all of them alive,” Ralph said, with a manic grin. “Just those that are protecting the eggs. We’ll leave the others to breed, so we can return to them later. Once we conquer Zagorath, they’ll be ours to do with as we wish.”

      The pirate nodded and produced a bloodthirsty smile.

      Then, as one, the Sand Pirates charged the nesting monsters.  

      Some shrank back from their charge, hissing and gathering themselves protectively over clusters of grey-black eggs. Those, the pirates left to live. But the others whirled to match them, their talons ready to strike. Their wings, however, were incapable of flight, and on open ground, the pirates had the advantage. Ralph led from the front, dual blades singing a deathsong as they sliced, cleaved, and bit into bone and flesh and feather. Blood splattered over him, and he absorbed their essence even as his cut them down. A snarling yell entered his ears, and he almost recoiled, but then he realized it was coming from his own throat.  

      The vulture-creatures fell before the vicious onslaught. The pirates bathed their swords, maces, and axes in blood while their bodies ingested demonic energy. The monsters finally broke and scattered backward, leaving the nesting creatures alone.

      A pirate yipped with glee and sprinted for a nesting mother, but Ralph gripped him by the throat and yanked him back.

      “We leave the mothers,” Ralph commanded.

      “Yes, Chief,” the pirate struggled to say.

      Ralph tightened his grip a little around the man’s neck before tossing him to the ground.

      “Don’t kill me,” the pirate pleaded from his knees. “The lust for essence overcame me.”

      “I’m not going to kill you.” They were difficult words to say, and it was even more difficult not to take the head from the pirate’s shoulders. With Kerril in his mind, Ralph knew what was required to lead a band of brigands like these. Except he wasn’t quite ready to kill the man, and he was more valuable alive. Zagorath required bodies—the traps wouldn’t trigger themselves.

      “Thank you, Chief,” the pirate said as he scrambled to his feet.

      “Zagorath is close,” Ralph said as he ignored the traitor. “Our destiny awaits.”

      He led the charge up the path, and the others raced up the skittering slate, leaving tiny avalanches of pebbles sliding into the abyss. For a moment, Ralph thought he saw a black, winged shadow hiss through the air, vanishing into the rocky outcrops. A last survivor of creatures they’d killed? An unfettered creature? Or just a bat, racing back to its cave, away from the carnage they’d bathed Shadow Crag in? It was unimportant - it hadn’t attacked them, and it wasn’t a threat. Not with the power they now wielded.

      Ralph’s feet touched the zenith of the mountain, and he breathed in the sulfur-laden air.

      “We’re here,” he said. “The gates are over there.”

      The sun had long since died, drenching the band in silver moonlight. Ralph looked over the dungeon gates, and his breath caught with anticipation.

      It looked different.

      A simple, thorned archway had become something else entirely. It was now an enormous creature, peppered with ghastly thorns and layered with grinning skulls and jutting cheekbones. Ralph’s gut clenched as he recognized something familiar about them. The Scalpers. The dungeon had used their bones to decorate its entrance.

      It was a reminder of their failure. Their failure to allow Ralph to lead. If they had simply taken him as their chief like the Sand Pirates had, then Alaxon would still be alive. His corpse wouldn’t have been swallowed up by Zagorath.

      The pirates shifted, and Ralph turned to them. Their eyes glittered with a combination of essence, bloodthirst, and manic anticipation. But there was still cunning in their faces, still canniness that the Scalpers had lacked.

      And Ralph would lead them to victory.

      They’d slain the monsters of the mountain and laid waste to the defences of Zagorath. Now came the final battle. The men at Ralph’s back believed in him.

      Ralph Fucking Kraus, the child who’d tried to hang himself.

      Who’d believed that he was the Chosen One, because Alaxon had lied. Because he’d read it in the bottom of a bowl of stew. Because he was an old, decrepit man, trying and failing to live out his younger days through Ralph.

      Yet maybe the stew had spoken correctly. The false-priest had echoed Mother’s words. And here stood the justification. Ralph, a mighty warlord and Chieftain of the Sand Pirates. Mere weeks it had taken to get here, and it was only the beginning.

      “Zagorath will fall by my hand!” Ralph screamed, and he only then realized that he had said the words aloud.

      The pirates didn’t care; instead, they roared their approval.

      “Pirates of the Black Sands,” Ralph began. His voice was deep and resounding, with just a hint of a rasp from the earlier battle cry. “Zagorath awaits us. The last dungeon in the Infernal Realm. Littered with traps, swirling with minions, and more than capable of killing, maiming, torturing and consuming an unprepared adventurer.”

      The others grinned, and Ralph spun one of his broadswords high, letting it catch the moonlight before his hand retrieved it from the air easily. It felt so light, so simple to use, such was the Infernal power flowing through his veins.

      “But we are not unprepared,” he continued. “We have fed on the spawn of Lilith, and we have found her wanting. We have sought power unlimited, and the dull, disgusting, weak creatures of the Crag have strengthened us in limb, savagery, and mind.”

      “Aye! Aye!” they all screamed. “

      Ralph’s men, so recently won from Kerril. All brimming with power, unlike anything he’d ever seen before. The elf would pay for his arrogance, his words, and the death of Alaxon. Once Ralph bathed his blades in the blood of that accursed elf, the trollish minion, and whatever else teemed in the underground lair. Zagorath would become his eternal playground, the means of his ascension.

      But maybe that was thinking too small? Maybe there was more than this lone dungeon at the top of Shadow Crag?

      Ralph looked upon each of his men, the magic from his ring igniting a fire in their souls. He knew then that anything he commanded would be enacted without question.

      “When we’ve had our fill of Zagorath,” he said, “there will be more bounty. Deep within the Infernal Realm, lies Lilith’s Temple of Darkness. It shall be ours!”

      The roar that came from the pirates was unlike any from before. It was bestial—almost demonic—and carried across the mountain. These men were filled with Infernal Essence, and they would not stop until they acquired more. Their bodies would become bloated with the substance, to the point where they couldn’t ingest another drop.

      And Ralph would lead them.

      Victory was his.
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      I heard Puck’s raspy cry from the entrance of the dungeon and grinned at Abby before pulling Von Dominus back inside of my jewel. The omnipresent senses of Zagorath widened before me, and my consciousness flowed over the new but familiar corners of my lair.

      “Status report,” I ordered the imp.

      “Nine Sand Pirates. Heavily armed and carrying the supplies for a long journey.”

      Excitement flooded my jewel and mixed with the lingering pleasure of my new champion. I forced myself to relax, just a little. This was exactly what I’d been preparing for. I couldn’t fuck it up just because I wanted more of their gear and their essence. As Abby had said, I’d already learned so much, and I couldn’t afford to be complacent.

      “Who leads them?” I asked.

      “The boy from before. He carries new weapons and radiates enough Infernal Essence and Soul Essence to power six soul forges.” Puck swung into one of the vents, and a flicker of appreciation slipped from his consciousness at the space. “Something’s happened to him. But I’m sure you’ll feel it when he arrives.” The imp paused, and suddenly his voice turned sly. “I see we have a new champion in our midst. She’s quite the pretty little creature, isn’t she?”

      Halfway through clothing herself, Abby shot a glare up at the ceiling, where Puck was concealed among the Storm Sprites and demonic Hellbats. “I think I liked you better when you sounded like an ugly little infant on wings, Imp.”

      “Ensure you don’t tear your clothes on those jagged little words,” Puck snarked back, “else you’ll have to fight the adventurers bared to the world. Or do you enjoy the feeling of being free?”

      Bertha’s voice cut through the edged conversation. “More details, Puck, less sarcasm.”

      “As you wish, Master Troll. These are not simple bandits, my lord, but powerful adventurers. They’ve slain the varidus and seek to use the essence to conquer your dungeon. They carry a variety of weapons. Five wield crossbows and a mix of straight and jagged swords. Two possess spears, one swings an enormous hammer—undoubtedly to compensate for a lack of virulence in other areas. Another has a battleaxe, and the last carries two broadswords and a familiar weapon.”

      “Familiar weapon?” I asked.

      “Gavin’s mace.”

      “Ralph,” I muttered from my jewel.

      “Indeed. He mentioned something about taking Lilith’s Temple of Darkness for himself.”

      Damn, something really had changed Ralph. For better or worse, it didn’t matter. Everything was going according to plan—he’d left, and come back with adventurers by his side. And these sounded a damn sight more impressive and powerful than the last pack who’d graced my halls with their innards. I checked myself from getting too confident. One step at a time.

      Finally dressed, Abby turned to look back at my jewel. “What’s your plan?”

      “Bertha, return to the First Floor, take your place by the dais. You stand with Abby. Together, you are the last line of defence in protecting Zagorath.”

      “Your voice lacks confidence, Master,” Bertha commented, scooping up her halberd and racing down the obsidian steps. “May I ask why?”

      “Oh, we’ll kill them. We’ll kill them all, unless, like before, they’re of use to us.” I chuckled, and then cast my consciousness over the Hellbats, now cohabiting with the Storm Sprites above the antechamber. “But caution is the word of the day. Puck, you’re running interference. Give these adventurers the warmest of welcomes Zagorath has to offer.”

      “I see I’m the dispensable one.” Puck’s wings shifted as he swung out of the vent, hung from the ledge, and surveyed the antechamber with glittering red eyes. “Why not have the troll fight them first? Or the disciple of Ciryli?”

      If I’d been in elf form, I’d have rolled my eyes at his comment. “You’re mobile, fast, and blend in with the Hellbats. I need you to make sure that when they’re bleeding, it hurts. And, you can avoid my traps in the antechamber. Neither Bertha or Abby can manage that while fighting.”

      They probably could, but it was clear the imp needed an ego-boost.  

      “Your will is my command,” Puck said in a satisfied tone while his mind adopted a cunning edge.

      My consciousness constricted and slid away from my ability to channel essence—the first adventurer had stepped on my entrance’s top stair. He was a tempest of Infernal and Soul Essence that roared through him like a maelstrom of fury, death, and bitter hatred. There was a new scar racing over his jawline, but it was undoubtedly Ralph.

      He was a changed man. Something had happened to him in the mere days between his last visit. His jaw was set, and a dangerous glitter shone in his eyes as he descended the steps. His clothing, too, had changed. No longer did he wear simple leather armor. No, this was shining black leather, glistening with metal studs, and far more difficult to puncture than the simple fare the Scalpers had worn. Fresh, still-drying blood was splattered over his scuffed leather armor. Puck hadn’t been kidding—he’d been killing the varidus, gaining their essence, and making himself much more powerful than before.

      Two swords glittered in Ralph’s hands, and as my consciousness swam over them, I recognized the sigils. They were Swiftness and Might, but much more powerful versions. Gavin’s club was fastened to his back, a poor weapon compared to the twin two-handed swords he wielded. Did he know how to use them like that? It would take years of practice, but he seemed to carry them with confidence.

      I’d certainly get the chance to test that confidence. Goddamn, I was excited.

      The others moved in behind him as I studied them, stored details, and banking the information in my gem’s shining fractals, deep in the bowels of Zagorath. Bertha’s savage grin slid over her face as she waited beside my jewel. She might not have been able to see our visitors, but my excitement was infectious. Abby shifted a little nervously, and lightning threads sparked over her body. The Storm Elemental’s full power was buried inside her body, but I doubted it would take long to surface after the pirates attacked.

      The Hellbats readied themselves to explode from their vents, and the Storm Sprites crackled with electricity. The pirates inched their way down the stairs, their eyes sweeping over my new decorations on the walls. They didn’t flinch at the grinning skulls mocking them, nor did they need light to illuminate their paths. The sigils glowing on their weapons was more than enough to guide them.

      Their weapons were ripe for the taking, straight and serrated blades forged from Obsidian Alloy. Puck had been uncharacteristically helpful in describing their gear—everything was a direct reflection of what he’d said. When the stairwell grew darker as they descended, the pair behind Ralph removed their chest armor, and their tattoos shone with essence, filling their bodies with delicious power.

      My consciousness roamed over their forms as I dissected them, and I realized another difference from the Scalpers. This band wasn’t motivated by simple spoils. No, they were here for power, for the Infernal Essence that my dungeon had to offer.

      Ralph stepped out onto the central floor of the antechamber.

      “Is it time to begin the celebrations?” Puck’s voice entered my mind.

      “Not yet,” I asked. “We want to give them a bit of a warm up. There’s no point scaring them off right away.”

      “Oh, I suppose I can wait a little while,” Puck said, disappointment clear in his tone.

      “There’s a blade trap in the centre,” Ralph warned his men, gesturing at the place where the trap trigger had been only a few days ago. “Stay to the the walls.”

      Kid had learned from his mistakes.

      So had I.

      I grinned as two pirates entered the edge of the wide Paralysis Ring. Lightning exploded from the floor and raced into their muscles.

      “Trap!” Ralph yelled, and the pirates who’d managed to miss my Paralysis Ring leaped to the walls while the two remained stunned.

      Electricity rippled over the floor, activating my Bladed-Fan all on its own. The cleaving blades erupted from my Hellbat statue, fanning out as they had before, and the sharp slivers struck two stunned adventurers.

      One managed to twist away somehow, but the blade scraped across his ribs, ripping open his armor and spilling the first drops of blood on my antechamber floor. The second’s spasming arm caught the blade mid-flight, and it wedged into the bones of his upper arm, and he howled in pain through gritted teeth.

      Not as effective as I’d been hoping for, but a good combo. Abby had been everything I’d needed, and more.

      The other adventurers moved in, the Paralysis Ring now glowing a bright blue and easy to maneuver around. They were careful not to step on the pulsating circle of Storm Essence as they reached inside and grabbed their comrades. Residual lightning pulsed along the injured pirates’ bodies, and their rescuers received a shock for their efforts.

      “Fuck!” a pirate yelped as he stepped back.

      “Wait,” Ralph said as he raised a hand. He watched the injured pair for a few seconds, and the lightning eventually vanished from their bodies. “Now.”

      Hauling their friends out, they pulled them back and laid them against the walls, away from the Paralysis Ring. An older pirate with a patchwork of facial scars reached into a belt pouch and removed a potion. As he administered the healing tonic, I reached out and unleashed my minions.

      Hellbats and Sprites spiraled from the ceiling in a storm of gnashing teeth, hellish screeching, and beating wings. They hurtled toward the scent of blood like homing missiles. The injured pirates were quickly healing, and my minions were prevented from executing easy prey when Ralph lunged forward. The rest of the pirates folded around the injured men, and Ralph’s swords hissed through the air and effortlessly carved into a Hellbat’s wings. The minion tumbled to the ground, and Ralph crushed its skull with a powerful stomp that produced a boom through my antechamber. Infernal Essence flooded into his tattoo as he attacked another creature.

      Ralph was looking out for his fellow adventurers this time, not using them as meat shields. Simple avarice wasn’t doing the trick—they were committed to keeping each other alive. My jewel boiled with fury, and I invested the emotion in my minions. They attacked with greater ferocity, but the pirates met them with equal fervor.

      The Storm Sprites moved with greater speed than the Hellbats, and they zipped past swords and curled under swinging axes. The pirates attempted to use crossbows to take them down, but the sprites knocked aside the weapons so it was impossible to aim. The Storm minions didn’t have offensive capabilities, and it took all of them to disable a single adventurer. They latched onto a man with a crossbow and blasted him with lightning. He yelped as his muscles spasmed, and two Hellbats rocketed toward him after sensing the easy kill. The vampiric creatures seized his face and neck, but he snatched a bolt and rammed it through a bat’s abdomen and then crushed the other in both hands.

      Even unarmed, these pirates were far more powerful than the Scalpers. Their veins pumped with essence and gave them superhuman strength. It would take a whole lot more than a few Hellbats and Storm Sprites to take them down.

      Wielding a massive warhammer, the mountain of a man crushed a Hellbat. The sigil on the weapon’s handle burned brightly before an energy pulse covered my bats and sprites. The enchantment caused my minions to be overcome with primal fear, and they attempted to flee.

      Damned sigils.

      I wanted that hammer.

      The pirates swapped their weapons for crossbows, and two more bats fell from the air. Even the bat who was drinking a crossbowman dry detached and fled with the other, but it was cleaved in half before it could get to the vents.

      I reached back out to the minds of my minions and calmed them. These troublesome pirates were too focused, too professional, and too fucking powerful to hit with easy tactics.

      It was time for some real chaos.

      “Puck, get in there,” I sent my command.

      “Master, it would be my pleasure,” he chuckled wryly.
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      My newly-formed Shade swept out of his hiding place on the ceiling, a mass of black wings, lean muscles, and razor-sharp claws. Shadow tendrils creeped around him like a cloak of black mist as his wingbeats struck at the air.

      “Fire!” Ralph screamed.

      Bolts twanged as they were released from crossbows, but the projectiles didn’t puncture the Shade. Instead, his shadow-formed cloak swallowed them up, and Puck spewed them back out in a spray of splinters and metal. The adventures were unable to completely evade the attack, and the tiny shards peppered them like rose thorns. Not exactly lethal, but incredibly annoying and painful.

      “Excellent,” I whispered to Puck’s mind.

      “I’m not done yet, Master.”

      The Shade gathered his hands to his chest, and the black mist surrounding him rushed out from him in every direction. I realized it was the same magical substance he’d used for his shadow-spheres as an imp when it seeped into open wounds, eyes, and faces. The splintered shards of crossbow bolts had produced tiny cuts and lacerations, and Puck’s magic went to work. Tendrils of acidic smoke attacked flesh and filtered into bloodstreams as the pirates bellowed. They rushed to remove potions from their belts and guzzled the glowing liquid. The shards popped from their bodies while the necrotic smoke oozed from their wounds.

      Fuck, I hated potions.

      Ralph blurred forward and leaped into the air, his powerful legs forcing him upward like some kind of giant grasshopper. His swords sliced at Puck, but my champion darted away and hovered out of reach.

      “You are a poor dancer, Chosen One,” Puck said.

      “Kill that monster. I want its essence!” Ralph screamed.

      Two crossbow bolts whipped toward the Shade, but he dodged as a shadow-sphere rippled to life in each hand. He hurled them at their feet, and the balls of darkness exploded, enveloping the adventurers.

      While they were confused, I managed to break my lesser minion’s fear and sent them hurtling back into the fray. Ralph used the same method of consuming essence to absorb the darkness through his tattoos and then dealt death to any minions that came within swinging distance.

      With Puck vanishing into the screaming wrath of the Hellbats, he was free to hurl as many shadow-spheres as he wanted. He zipped through the pirate ranks while dodging crossbow bolts before they could puncture his wings and take him out of the air. The shadow-spheres weren’t exactly lethal, but they were forcing the adventurers to consume the majority of their healing pots.

      “Slow. Far too slow,” The Shade’s deep voice boomed through the antechamber in challenge. He flipped upside down and hurled yet another ball of magic at a pirate, and the healing potion shattered in the man’s hand. “Won’t you put up a fight? This is Zagorath. Lilith’s domain. Have you no respect?”

      “Shut… the fuck… up!” Ralph roared, slicing down two more Hellbats.

      I directed the Storm Sprites toward the adventurer with a hammer. He aimed mighty swings at a trio of bats, but they were difficult targets that blended into the long shadows of my antechamber. The sprites I’d sent latched onto a pirate’s neck, and he twitched and jerked after they sent their stunning charge into his body.

      Puck sprang off the ceiling like a trampoline and rocketed down toward the pirate. A crossbow bolt ripped through one of his wings, and I sensed the pain rocket through his mind. He must have already used all his power on that previous ‘redirection’ trick, or maybe he could only absorb and spew out projectiles when he was focusing. Razor-sharp claws tore out the pirate’s throat, and he spun backward, flapping madly, speckling my dungeon’s floor with black, steaming blood.

      Black? Was that because he’d taken too much Infernal Essence?

      I forced my minions to protect Puck as he made an escape. Crippled, my Shade couldn’t fly, but he could still move fast on all fours. The mist surrounded him as he slithered over the floor like something possessed. The adventurers tried to pin him with their weapons, but he snaked between them as he raced toward the stairwell.

      Ralph lunged after him, but a sprite latch onto his arm and shocked him. Gritting his teeth, somehow he turned and crushed the insect under a gloved fist. Then he hurled a sword at Puck like a javelin throw, but my champion twisted, the black blade sparking off my obsidian floor before burying itself into the statue of the Hellbat.

      Ralph could’ve kept moving after Puck, but something had him pause and wrench his serrated blade out of my wall. My core flickered with annoyance as he turned back to his men. Nine had become eight. Ralph absorbed the essences of those who’d fallen, and the increase in power made his eyes burn. His blue irises almost looked like a ring of crimson had appeared around them, and the veins beneath his skin were now visible as they pumped black blood to his heart.

      Yeah, there was definitely something that happened to adventurers when they absorbed too much essence at once. Sure, they became more powerful, but they were also given over to bloodlust. They’d be more dangerous, but I didn’t plan on losing today.

      The band tended to their wounds and drank more of their potions. From the empty pouches on their waist, I guessed they only had a few more rounds of healing tonics. Unfortunately for them, I had more traps, minions, and champions than they had potions.

      The pirates gathered together as they looked at the corpses of their fallen. I thought Ralph might offer a few words, but he was too consumed by bloodlust to speak. His chest heaved, and spittle flew from his mouth as he grunted. The muscles in his body were spasming, and it took him a whole minute before he gained control of his functions.

      “Are you all right to continue, Chief?” the pirate with the battleaxe said.

      “Yes, Zarrik!” Ralph roared. “Do I look like I cannot bring this dungeon to its knees? Do you assume to test me as you tested me in the catacombs beneath Serpent’s Horn?”

      “Serpent’s Horn? How do you—” Zarrik paused. “You absorbed too much of Kerril’s Soul Essence, lad. Your mind cannot take all that knowledge.”

      “I am not a lad!” Ralph squared up in front of the other man, towering over him. “I am your chief!”

      “Apologies, Chief. The dungeon awaits.”

      The rest of the pirates looked at Ralph with unsure glances, but a single glance set them aright. Ralph’s surety and courage seemed to infect them, and I noticed a slight trace of something magical in the air whenever he addressed the others or set his eyes on them. It was almost like my Charm magic, but it did something else—it infected the band with Ralph’s own passion. Whatever item contained that enchantment would be useful to me. For one thing, it would almost certainly prevent my minions from fleeing in fear.

      “How many more floors?” Zarrik asked his chief.

      “One,” Ralph answered as he licked his lips. “Not much has changed to the structure beside a little lengthening, widening, and extra traps. The shock fairies are also a new addition, as was the demonic champion.”

      “The shock fairies are strange,” Zarrik said.

      “How so?” the giant man asked.

      “They don’t seem very Infernal,” the lieutenant answered. “Almost like they should be in a Storm dungeon.”

      “It’s another mystery to add to Lilith’s machinations,” Ralph said. “Her very hand is at work here in Zagorath. There’ll be more surprises along the way, but we still have the numbers to take them. And fate is on our side. I know now that I am the Chosen One. I will lead you all to victory.”

      “Aye! Aye!” the pirates screamed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      Ralph was proving quite the ally. With his infectious magic spurring the pirates on, I was sure they would all meet their deaths in my dungeon. Not one pirate would flee, taking his essence with him.

      As they started toward the staircase, Puck reached my plinth, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

      “You fought well, and valiantly, Puck,” Bertha said.

      The Shade wasn’t so hurt that he didn’t have a sarcastic comment. “Yes, valianty. The mark of all evil winged creatures who worship Lilith. Our honor and forthrightness is unmatched.”

      “Are you all right?” Abby asked, her voice colored with concern.

      “Oh, blood’s not really necessary, in the end.” He hissed in pain, and then coiled his body, ready and waiting for any adventurers who survived the staircases, Pretzel, and corridor. “Master, you’d really be best putting the troll up there first. I’d much prefer to watch her bleed than do it myself.”

      “Can you still fight?” I asked him, concerned.

      He chuckled as the shadows rolled around him. “These adventurers are not the only ones with healing properties.” The mist surrounding him was repairing his body, slowly but surely, and they faded a little after they were done. “My magic is waning, but I’ll slay another before they reach the First Floor, don’t you be concerned about that. You’d better ready yourselves. These men are no idiot half-orcs.”

      Puck flew from my dais and perched above a side-altar while Ralph and the others proceeded down the second set of stairs. Like the first adventurers, these were cautious, but they prodded each step with a spear to test for trap triggers. The self-proclaimed Chosen One had retained the information his mentor had taught him—but this time, he was taking the lead, with skilled adventurers at his back.

      They moved into the Pretzel, but even with the promise of newly-forged and Infernally-infused loot at the side-altars, they took their time and watched for traps. Puck was silent, invisible against a pitch-black obsidian wall. My jewel pulsed like a steady heartbeat as my consciousness lingered near the remaining Hellbats and Storm Sprites. I was ready to pull the trigger when they least expected it.

      A crossbowman finally stepped up to a side-altar as his eyes searched the area for triggers. Satisfied that the prize laying on the altar would not set off a trap, he snatched up a scimitar. He admired the weapon, and Ralph caught his shoulder, none too gently.

      “There are more of those damned bats nearby,” he said, his voice a harsh whisper. “I can smell them and hear the flutter of their wings.”

      Enhanced senses? That was new. I reminded myself not to allow another adventurer to absorb all the essence of his fallen comrades while he was still in my dungeon. I’d have to install some kind of vacuum to scoop up the essence from dead adventurers while I was busy concentrating on dealing with those who were alive.

      “Don’t let your guard slip,” Ralph said, loud enough for the others to hear. “Or Zagorath will punish you for it.”

      The pirate who’d grasped the scimitar nodded, but it didn’t stop him from buckling the weapon to his belt and scooping up the armor. Still, silence reigned throughout the Pretzel. Patience was the game here—if I could lull them into a false sense of security, even just a little, my minions would be all the more effective.

      The adventurers spread out, always moving in pairs, knuckles white around their weapons. A half-orc pirated stopped in front of Puck’s altar, taking up one of the daggers I’d left behind. He unsheathed it and admired the craftsmanship of the blade.

      “Stay still,” I warned Puck. “Wait for him to drop his guard.”

      “I am merely an ornament, Master,” his mental-voice replied sarcastically. “A silent statue in the darkness.”

      “The dungeon has evidently rearranged itself,” the lieutenant breathed to Ralph as he ran his fingers appreciatively over the fine leather boots I’d woven into being through Physical Essence. “You didn’t anticipate the traps in the first room.”

      “This is the second time you’ve questioned me, Zarrik. One more slight against me, and you’ll find I am not so different from your previous chief.”

      Ah, the folly of brazen courage. I couldn’t wait to make it the cause of Ralph’s downfall.

      I could’ve pulled the trigger on the Hellbats and my new Storm minions right then, but I needed more. The prizes had caused some of them to lose their edge, and the obvious madness of their leader was weakening Ralph’s magical power over them. I could feel the sweat drip from their brows and splash against my floor. It was salty and sweet—it tasted like delicious fear.

      I chuckled as I redirected my minions and sent them screeching and howling up into the soul forge alcove. The adventurers tensed, lunged away from the altars, and turned their gazes up to the invisible vents. My alcove was directly above them, but instead of sending the minions through the vents, I hurtled them down the stairs from the antechamber. The redirection confused the pirates as a whirling column of Storm and Infernal Essence descended upon them. From the other side of the Pretzel, I pulled the last of my minions into the trapped corridor.

      Classic pincer manoeuver.

      The Sand Pirates, caught on two sides, instantly adapted. Four faced the corridor, slashing and slicing Hellbats out of the air while Ralph and his lieutenant spun and covered their backs from the stairs. Even as crossbows twanged and eliminated two Hellbats, the close-quarters setup of the hallway rendered the spearmen almost useless.

      My jewel contracted with anticipation as a Storm Sprite clung to a man holding a spear and stunned him. My Storm Sprites worked similar to a status-effect—they froze the pirates long enough for my winged hellspawn to damage them, but their enchanted equipment and teamwork prevented any serious damage. A Hellbat whirled around Ralph’s attacks, latching onto his hand and ripping at the fresh meat underneath with glittering white fangs. The Chosen One howled and reeled backward, leaving a gap in their ranks.

      I watched the Infernal and Storm Essence swirl as the pirates crushed, slashed, stabbed, and shot the bats and sprites from the air. The crackling electricity of the Storm Essence didn’t swirl into the adventurers as the Infernal Essence eagerly did. I absorbed it through my dungeon walls, feeling my core crackle with newly-found energy.

      “It’s time for round two, Puck,” I willed.

      Then my newly-forged champion slithered from his alcove, as slippery as a greased serpent. Infernal magic flickered around him, and once again, his area-of-effect spell blasted out from him, clouding the chamber with the smell of boiling ammonia and sulfur. The magic seeped into minor wounds and surface-damage scratches. The pain in the pirates’ bodies spiked into something far more vicious.

      But these were professionals, and they weathered the intense sensations as they mowed down my minions. Infernal Essence howled in their bodies, and the more they drank in, the more manic they became. I tried to absorb the essence before they could acquire it, but my jewel was too far away, and they were too close to the monster corpses.

      The Sand Pirates possessed a resolve that the Scalpers had lacked. Or maybe they were filled with more essence than any rational creature would consume at once. Either way, the grit of their teeth, their grim smiles, and the cunning in the eyes were teaching me something.

      These men wouldn’t give in. They would fight to the death.

      And I was more than willing to give it to them on a hellish platter.
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      Puck slid up a wall and his claws aided him against the carved patterns until he found the ceiling. Then he released his grip, tucked his wings by his side, and plowed into a crossbowman. My champion’s new form was much larger than an imp, and he crashed into the man like a predatory bird smashing into prey. The pirate could barely lift his weapon before Puck’s shadows rolled over him and devoured his face like some kind of acidic mist.

      I was really starting to like this new version of Puck.

      Even as the pirate screamed, he drew a dagger and sliced madly at the Shade. My champion detached himself and somersaulted backward before twin shadow-spheres flickered in his hands. They crashed against the unfortunate pirate’s gushing face and neck, raced into his bloodstream, and caused him to fall to his knees and damn near claw his own face off.

      Then the pirates descended upon Puck, paying little mind to the few sprites and bats that remained. Their blades tore into my champion, and his blood splattered across the walls. The mist had vanished, leaving the leather-skinned creature that had Puck had become completely vulnerable.

      Ralph ripped a Hellbat out of the sky with a sword-slash and dashed it against the wall before driving his second blade into its body and ripping it wing from wing. He drank in the essence with a raw-throated yell, and whirled back toward Puck. My champion managed to scuttle away from his attackers and find refuge in the vents above. The pirates roared at their loss of essence and attempted to shoot him down, but he crawled a little further into the duct so they couldn’t reach him.

      He’d taken too much damage - my champion had put up one hell of a fight, but even he had his limits against these fucking Sand Pirates. Even without his magical mist and suffering from serious wounds, Puck wouldn’t shut up.

      “Tell me, oh Chosen One,” he panted from the vent, “why two swords? One should be perfectly sufficient for your purposes. Are you trying to compensate for something?”

      “You have a big mouth for someone who hides away,” Ralph sneered.

      “Hiding? I’m merely catching my breath. Here—I have something for you.” Puck appeared in the vent’s opening and hurled a shadow-sphere at Ralph. The pirates fired their crossbows at the same moment, and the bolts slammed into the Shade’s unprotected form. Ralph dodged left as the magic sphere splashed harmlessly on the floor beside him.

      Puck’s blood bathed the vent, and I could feel it pooling on the stone. His breathing was ragged and his heart was struggling to beat.

      “Tell me,” Puck rasped, his voice echoing from the vent. “Did you take some village whore behind the stables, only for her to laugh at you when you unbuttoned your trousers? Is that why you wield a pair of swords?”

      Ralph didn’t scream this time—his jaw was set in grim determination. He sheathed both swords and then took a running start before leaping twenty feet into the air. His fingers clamped onto the edge of the vent, and then he grabbed hold of Puck with the other hand. The Chosen One dropped to the ground with my champion gripped around the throat.

      “You killed Alaxon,” Ralph snarled. “You drove him into that trap, and you fucking killed him.”

      “And look at you now,” Puck wheezed, looking up at him, defiant. “If anything, little Chosen One, I did you a favor. Or are you still a snivelling little worm who pleaded for his life and ran from my master’s halls?”

      “Let’s see how well you taunt me after I tear you apart!” Ralph gripped either side of Puck’s shoulders, and his fingers dug deep into my champions flesh. With an almighty scream and a powerful pulling movement, he ripped Puck in two.

      In the last seconds of his life, my champion still had the presence of mind to cast a spell. As his body tore apart, the spell exploded outward and rippled the hallway, into the wounds and veins of the still-standing Sand Pirates. The crossbowman with the half-melted face howled like a lunatic and somehow found his feet. Half-blinded, he raced for the corridor, flickering blood all over my walls. His foot found the trigger for one of my new traps, and the Wall Spike blasted out of the wall. It caught him straight in the neck and smashed him into the opposite wall, breaking his spine and damn near decapitating him. With a satisfying slork sound, the trap retracted and yanked the doomed adventurer back into the wall, his head hanging from his torso by a few strands of meat. The spear of the trap tore itself free, and he crumpled to the floor, a shapeless mass of bloody flesh and broken bone.

      Impale, eviscerate, decapitate.

      Zagorath was doing all that, and more.

      Blood, entrails, and Infernal Essence covered Ralph’s body, the remains of my champion. The Chosen One licked his lips hungrily, and the magic from my champion filtered into the adventurer’s tattoo as the pirates looked on in horror.

      What I had failed to do, Ralph had achieved—he’d filled the band with terror.

      “I’m going to kill you, Chosen One.” Rather than the sound only echoing inside my jewel, it filled the halls of my dungeon. It was a disembodied voice, and didn’t belong to my elf, but it caused the pirates to jump, and a few weapons clattered to the ground.

      Take that Ralph. My dungeon was growing stronger, and I was learning new tricks every day.

      “Is it Zagorath who speaks?” Zarrik asked.

      “Aye. It seems the dungeon has finally noticed us.”  Ralph looked up at the ceiling, as though that was where I was located. “You will be defeated, Zagorath. I will kill your troll, and I will kill your elf. Then I will siphon essence from your jewel, leaving only enough for you to rebuild, and then I will return and take everything from you again.”

      Puck’s consciousness swirled back into my jewel as the pirates drank potions and tended to their wounds. Ralph’s lieutenant stepped closer to his leader. “This creature. What did it mean, pleading for your life?”

      “It lies,” Ralph hissed, turning on the man, flicking my champion’s blood from his longswords, Puck’s Infernal Essence swirling into his bloodstream, feeding the tempest that raced through his veins. “That’s the nature of this dungeon. It divides, and it conquers the divided. Do you doubt that, Zarrik?”

      The lieutenant saw the murder in his leader’s eyes, and wisely backed down. “No.”

      “Do you remember what I said about questioning me?” Ralph didn’t even let the other man answer before his twin swords slashed across. Zarrik’s head toppled from his shoulders as blood founded from the severed neck. Ralph finished absorbing the man’s essence before the decapitated head stopped rolling.

      The newly-appointed pirate leader had adopted my ‘evil overlord’ schtick, and I started to wonder whether it would be a pity to kill him. He reminded me a little of myself, and I could probably use his drive. The thought went to the back of my mind when Ralph pointed to the corridor with a blood-bathed sword.

      “Those traps, they’ve changed,” he said as though he hadn’t just slain one of his own. “They came from the ceiling and floor last time. We’ll proceed as we did before. Carefully.”

      The pirates were still under Ralph’s sway, and they followed him into the corridor. Obviously Zarrik had been somehow immune to most of the ring’s mind-altering magic—too bad for him.

      Including Ralph, six pirates remained, and they all knew about the traps in the corridor now. They scooped up the leather clothing I’d left on the side-altars and systematically tossed them onto the floor in the corridor. The Wall Spikes weren’t directly under my control—they were the equivalent of a muscle reflexively spasming. I watched with a sinking feeling as the leather fell onto the triggers and the spikes fired from the walls. One, then two and three, before the fourth and final spear cannoned into the corridor, hitting nothing but air.

      But I had a second trick up my sleeve. The storm traps crackled invisibly in the corridor, simply waiting for someone to step inside them. They weren’t triggered by movement, or pressure—they simply needed the electrical signals of a flesh-and-blood body.

      “Move up,” I told Abby and Bertha. “Stick to the shadows, take a position behind the pillars a few strides from the corridor. Strike down any surviving pirates and force as many as you can back through. If they don’t trigger my traps now, then they will then.”

      The half-troll took the left, and the elemental took the right, her blue mantle and pale skin bathed in the scarlet and azure light of our cores. My War Troll was silent, stalking like some feline predator, her darker skin a greater advantage when moving in the shadows. The two champions hovered behind a pair of pillars, and anticipation flickered as the Sand Pirates began to inch their way through the corridor, their eyes searching for other triggers.

      But they didn’t see the Paralysis Rings.

      Ralph stepped inside the first, and lightning lanced up into his feet, causing him to spasm and curse. Before the Storm trap could cause him to seize up entirely and step on a Wall Spike trigger, he lunged and planted a foot on the wall. With a burst of speed, he rocketed along the wall like some kind of speedy superhero. Even Bertha—her reflexes sharpened by her new form and her enchanted weapon—couldn’t stop him from blasting out of the corridor, sliding over the obsidian, and out of reach of her flashing poleaxe. The other adventurers followed Ralph with a slower and less flashy trick, using the walls to bypass my Paralysis Rings.

      I was going to need to adapt to this - it wasn’t the game plan.

      Abby’s hands crackled with lightning as she stepped out from her hiding place and caught a crossbowman in the chest. Electricity exploded from his body and hurled him back into the corridor. The hapless Sand Pirate triggered a trap as he bounced on the tiles, and a Wall Spike impaled him before he could bounce a second time.

      I summoned Von Dominus, and he materialized out of the suddenly-liquid obsidian floor and stood before the grinning face of Lilith’s likeness. I transferred my consciousness to the elf and leaped off the dais, bare-chested and feeling the bloodlust building. My champions danced in sync, turning back into the shadows, racing around the pillars, and kiting the adventurers after them. Abby moved like lightning, her hair a halo of golden-brown and her eyes shimmering with blue energy. Her feet barely seemed to touch the ground. She was fast, faster even than Bertha. The champions came to my side, and before I could even ask her, my half-troll champion drew her dagger and tossed it to me.

      My elvish reflexes had me catch it out of the air without so much as a thought. I spun the dagger into a reverse grip as the speed of the sigil flooded my body. Bertha’s poleaxe spun in her hands, a blur of troll steel and honeywood while Abby’s eyes blazed as the power of Ciryli crackled through her.

      The pirate gathered in the centre of the First Floor, fanning out behind Ralph as he halted and laid his eyes on me. Hatred blazed through his gaze, fed by Infernal essence and the death of his men. But he didn’t sprint into battle, driven by grief and impotent rage as before. No, the kid at least had some sense of the gravity of the situation.

      Excitement, anticipation, and trepidation swam through my blood. These adventurers were too cunning, too strong-willed to be swayed by my Enthrall ability. It’d been far too difficult to ensnare a half-idiot half-orc. These Sand Pirates could only be swayed by one thing - a hunger for Infernal Essence, and violent, bloody combat.

      I could appreciate that.

      “Abby,” I whispered. “How about you show them a little something?”

      The Storm avatar smiled as a deafening boom erupted from her, and then her entire body was covered in lighting. The First Floor illuminated from her electric glow, and the carvings on the walls seemed even more sinister in the ethereal light.

      “That’s definitely a Storm champion,” the mountain-man said in awe.

      “I don’t care what it is,” Ralph said as we faced off. “We’ll take its essence.”

      I took a step forward, relishing the tension, feeding on it. “I see you’ve made it to the First Floor, Chosen One.” A smile curled over my face and before my fangs while my smooth elvish voice echoed impressively through the pillars. “And, as our prior agreement dictated, you brought yet more willing and eager meals for me to consume.”

      The Sand Pirates shifted uneasily at my words and glanced at their leader, but Ralph didn’t so much as blink. He stepped into the open, hate and essence blazing in his eyes. I spun my dagger easily in my hand, feeling its own power build as the space between us gradually lessened. But Ralph was taking his time, still wary of the champions at my back and of any traps I could’ve laid for him.

      “Your reign ends here, Elf. Zagorath will fall with you.”

      I cocked my head, my arrogant smirk widening. “Oh?”

      “Your traps have failed. Your minions have fallen. You and your bluster is all for nought. I will absorb you essence and take what remains from your jewel. Tell me, Elf,  how much resides in your core?” The question carried an erratic note, as though it was coming from an addict demanding the last ounce from his dealer.

      My chuckle echoed through the chamber again, accompanied by the crackling of Abby’s lightning-charged fingertips.

      “An ocean,” I answered him easily, and I saw the Sand Pirates’ faces snap toward the plinth where my dungeon heart resided glowing a deep red beside Abby’s.

      The pirates only seemed to notice the presence of an additional core now, and they whispered among themselves greedily, too quiet for me to make out their words. My core, and now Abby’s jewel, was working as intended—an irresistible prize that would lead adventures ever deeper into my dungeon, unaware that they would be unable to snatch it. My Spring Trap beneath the cradle prevented that from happening, and even then, they would first have to defeat my champions and my avatar.

      “You failed in your first attempt, Ralph Kraus. And now you are drunk on essence. Unlike your pitiful mortal form, I can consume as much as I like, with no side-effects. I can see the madness in your eyes, and I don’t doubt you will give your life just for a taste of what lies within my core.”

      “I am no lunatic, nor am I driven mad by a desire for essence,” Ralph protested, but it was clear he didn't believe his own words. “I seek revenge for Alaxon!”

      “Say what you wish. Console yourself with lies. I don’t care. Your friends will fall. I will drink of their blood and dissolve their bones to dust. Their bones will be displayed on my walls as trophies, their weapons forged anew to reward future adventurers wise enough to flee where you did not.”

      Ralph stepped forward, more quickly now. Bertha and Abby tensed, ready to snap forward and overpower him before he could get in range. I raised a hand, and they relaxed a little, but remained on the front foot.

      “Pirates of the Black Sands!” Ralph roared. “Charge!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ralph rushed forward with incredible speed, closing the distance between us in a second. I jumped back, out of the range of his twin swords as Abby and Bertha blurred toward the pirates. While I twisted and dodged Ralph’s attacks, lightning lanced from my Storm champion’s fingertips and blasted a pirate before he could gut her with spear.

      “You’re losing focus, Elf,” Ralph said as he slashed both weapons.

      I darted behind a pillar, and the blades crashed against the stone with a screech like nails on a chalkboard. Bertha rushed past me and kicked Ralph in the side. He dropped to the ground, but the War Troll’s killing blow was prevented when a scimitar-wielding pirate charged into her. His shoulder pounded into her side, and she tumbled as Ralph leaped to his feet.

      Ralph was upon me, his swords lancing toward my elf’s bare chest. I bent over almost double to avoid the whirring blades, and my opponent was keeping me at bay so I couldn’t attack with my dagger. A spear would have come in handy right about now, but I preferred a drawn-out duel to a swift execution anyway. I’d experienced the power of feeding upon a corpse before, so I darted away from Ralph with my Swiftness sigil pumping speed through my body.

      “You run, Elf?” Ralph cackled as he chased me, and I weaved around the pillars until I lost him.

      Then I found my prey—a spearman harassing Abby. He jumped behind a stone column when my elemental launched a lightning bolt, and then he leaped back out and jabbed his spear. Before he could complete the move, I sprang forward, and my dagger found his shoulder. The blade ripped through leather and penetrated his arm-joint. He screamed and released his spear, but then a gloved fist flew toward me. I twisted aside, and the fist grazed my neck. I wrapped my arm around him in a chokehold while the dagger in my other hand slashed his throat. I gripped his bleeding form and drained every drop of his blood from the open wound.

      The enchantments that had empowered his attacks now ran through my bloodstream, but I knew from experience that the magic would wear off in a short time. I scanned the chamber for any sign of Ralph and saw Abby blur to my right. She jolted another pirate before he could pounce on me, ozone filling the air. The bastard fell back, but Ralph suddenly cut him in two as he charged toward me.

      “You don’t seem to mind killing your own,” I said as I weaved under and around the Chosen One’s sword strikes.

      “They stand between me and victory. There will be more to add to their ranks. This is destiny!” Ralph sliced at me yet again from my left, his blades streaming the blood of his fellow Pirate while his tattoo drank the essence of his fallen brother.

      I raised my dagger and parried his swipe just as his second sword twisted inward, racing toward my bared chest. Remembering Bertha’s move, I ripped my elbow down as the weapon peeled my skin and sliced it open. But I’d still prevented it from sawing into my ribs. Then I leaped into a flying knee shot, catching Ralph under the chin. Even all that strength and speed wasn’t enough for him to shrug it off, and I felt his teeth crunch together before he fell back.

      “Essence . . . is ours!” Ralph managed to yell through broken teeth as he took refuge behind the pillars.

      My prime target was probably giving himself a good dose of healing potions, and while I didn’t exactly want to give him time to heal, my champions were in desperate need of help. Pirates surrounded Bertha as she struggled to deflect their blows, and her poleaxe could barely swing because they were so close.  The half-troll was bleeding, dark blood coursing down over her glowing purple tattoos. I sprinted toward her attackers just as Abby came to assist, and she erupted with lightning that chained from one pirate to another. They managed to shrug off the stun, but it had given Bertha enough time to slip free of their circle.

      With renewed strength, Ralph joined the fray, but he’d worked his pirates into such a frenzy that he could barely get past them to swing his swords. He screamed with rage as Bertha twisted her poleaxe breaking the guard of a scimitar-wielding pirate before slicing through his ruined armor and slashing deep into his chest.

      Another raced forward, looking to take advantage of that opening, but I hit him from behind like a football frontliner, taking him clean off his feet and driving him into a pillar. The air shot out of his lungs like a cannon, and then my dagger plunged under his arm. I wrenched it free, stabbed him again, and the scent of blood and his Essence swirling through his veins ignited my bloodlust. My blade punctured him again and again, ripping through his ribs and shredding intestines. I rammed my dagger into his jugular vein and drank a mouthful of the fountaining blood to heal my wounds. New power invaded my bloodstream, and I laughed with pure delight.

      Ralph was duelling Bertha, driving her back, his rage and his two swords finally giving her a fight. Her grin didn’t waver as she parried his blows with vicious ripostes tearing at his armor and forcing him to give ground. Abby whirled away from a Sand Pirate as his flesh cooked and smoked from her sparking fingertip, but I saw the final surviving pirate sprinting toward her—the mountain-man. His footfalls cratered the ground as I raced to intercept him.

      The blood from my foes coursed through my veins and provided me additional speed, and I collided with him a second before he would have pulverized Abby’s brains with his warhammer. The impact sent us both to the ground, but he was on top of me in a second. Runes blazed across his armor, and the gauntlets covering his hands blazed with enchantments. They must have all been Might sigils because he had no trouble shifting his weight on top of me and pinning me down. I struggled to plunge my dagger into his chest, and he laughed in my face.

      “Foolish elf. It will be the might Razen who slays you this—” The pirate’s eyes suddenly widened as a bolt of high-voltage electricity coursed through him. The energy chained from my opponent and rippled through my body, leaving me stunned.

      The mountain-man crashed on top of me, his eyes twitching as he struggled to move. Abby came to me and heaved the pirate off me before she assisted me to my feet. Bertha and Ralph were still locked in battle, and the slight glance was all it took for Razen to jump to his feet and come for me. Before he could close in, Abby unleashed all her power in a final effort.

      The entire First Floor shook as shimmering azure light exploded into every corner as she fried the mountain-man. He was flung through the air, avoiding a half dozen pillars before he smashed against the mural of Lilith. His body crashed to the floor and spasmed in what had to be his dying breath. A shattered vial lay next to his corpse, and the spilled liquid turned into a golden mist that surrounded his body.

      I turned to Abby, but she was no longer there. I sensed a consciousness over my mind, too weak to communicate, and realized that she had returned to her core after that final effort.

      I kicked up a scimitar from the ground and took it in my left hand. Then I moved toward Ralph, but before I could reach him, he finally scored a blow on Bertha. His sword punctured her abdomen and ripped through her flesh. She gasped as blood jetted from her mouth and onto Ralph. Again, the fucker licked his lips, but I wouldn’t let him enjoy the taste.

      Bertha collapsed to the ground before Ralph wrenched his weapon from her gut. Her eyes meet mine, and she nodded as her hands found the wound and applied pressure to it,

      Ralph stalked toward me with a blade in each hand as he walked over the bodies of his fellow pirates. He looked insane. Too much Infernal Essence was bathing his body and mind, feeding him power that he didn’t deserve.

      “I told you, demon,” he laughed. “You will fall.”

      I spun the two blades I held in my hands, testing the weight of my new scimitar. I couldn’t pinpoint its enchantment without my core’s senses, and a box hadn’t appeared in my mind. I figured that part of my power was locked off, just like my ability to manipulate my dungeon and craft traps. It didn’t matter—I could feel the scimitar’s power. It fed a bloody rage inside me, coiled and thorned, and filled my mind with hunger. I wanted to rip the entire world apart and fucking drink it dry.

      My lips peeled into a smile as I realized the perfect method of executing Ralph. I would enthrall his weakened mind and force him to kneel before I cut off his head. A little barbaric, sure, but it would be a first for me .

      Ralph charged, and his blades clashed against mine, but he didn’t take his eyes from mine. He pressed forward, and I parried his blows, instinct and elven agility protecting me from his overwhelming strength. His rage wasn’t dying, but it was becoming more focused. And, despite the maelstrom of power in his veins, he was reaching a breaking point. Desperation was starting to color his mind, and I waited for him to make a mistake. He thrust forward with is left blade while slashing down with his right, and I allowed the former to penetrate my stomach while dodging the latter. I dropped my weapons as if I was defeated, and Ralph took the bait. He grinned as he drove the blade further into me, but before he could execute me with his other sword, I gripped his head in both hands and stared into his eyes.

      My consciousness blasted through my elf’s eyes and into his mind. I grappled with a tide of memories filled with desperation and decades worth of pain. A rope around a tree. An old man who’d made him believe he was worth something.

      A notification flared into my vision as the blades fell from his numb fingers.

      

      
        
        Charm test . . . Success!

        Ralph Kraus the Sand Pirate Chieftain successfully Enthralled!

      

      

      

      The human mind wasn’t anything like that of an Infernal Monster. No, they were complex, powerful, and dangerous creatures, with pathways that led to wastelands where shadows walked. I stared into his soul, and, then, as I met with Physical Essence, I reached out to his memories. The most visible and hardest to avoid was the image of a savage elf slaying his friends while he laughed at the murder of a mentor. I rifled through the memories and fumbled a little with this new skill. Two memories suddenly merged together, becoming something completely different than what had originally been inside Ralph’s mind.

      Then I realized what power I now wielded. Ralph was totally drenched in essence, blackened veins almost popping from beneath his skin. Could that be the reason why I could manipulate his memories at will?

      I stared into his eyes as my mind grappled with the possibilities. An idea came to me, and I smiled.

      “Kneel,” I commanded.  

      Ralph collapsed to his knees and stared up at me, shocked into stillness. He couldn’t so much as move a muscle without my permission. My mind flashed back to Lilith, when I’d tried the same on her. I had his will frozen, completely under my power. Unwittingly, he’d led the Sand Pirates back to me. He’d fed me the Scalpers, his mentor, everything. His rage was justified, in a way, and for a second, I almost felt sorry for him. But here in the Sinarius Realms, it was survival of the fittest. I’d beaten him. He was at my utter mercy.

      Bertha’s lifeblood was in danger of flooding through her fingers with every passing second. I needed to fucking think. Then the idea blasted into my mind, like one of Abby’s lightning bolts. So simple. So fucking simple, but perfect.

      Ralph would conquer Zagorath.

      At least, he’d remember that as the case. He’d remember it as a tough fight, but one wherein he’d ultimately prevailed. The stablehand at my feet had gotten this far on a lie, with an old relic and a man who’d gifted him with an existence far beyond anything he could’ve had before. The Chosen One. Perhaps, perhaps not. But look at what he could do with only the power of belief in himself, even if the power was  an illusion. I couldn’t make couldn’t turn him to my side and make him a champion.

      Not yet.

      But when I grew stronger, I would have another slot, and I wanted to test my abilities on a human. A champion who looked human would certainly serve me well. A champion who bore the tattoos of an adventurer would be even better. While Bertha sported brandings, they were distinct from those of an adventurer. Ralph’s, however, were the real deal.

      So I changed his memories.

      He saw himself tearing Puck apart and ripping through Bertha, but I removed any trace of Abby from his mind. I wanted no one to know that other essences existed in my dungeon, and with the ability now to manipulate memories, I could ensure no one who left here alive would speak of anything without my permission.

      Then I reached into a far more complex aspect of his mind, and went to work manipulating his memories. The process was almost like consuming Physical Essence and reworking it into a decorated dungeon, and it took a while until I perfected the sequence. Finally, I inserted a mantra that would repeat subsciously whenever he went to sleep.

      My name is Ralph Kraus. I will forget Alaxon. I do not even know the name. I will forever be in the dungeon’s debt. Never will I act against the interests of Zagorath. The dungeon gave me life, and I will protect it until my dying breath.

      “Get up,” I told him. “Strip off your armor. Leave your rings and your equipment on the floor. Take up the sword to your left and leave my dungeon.”

      The replica of the Dark Reaper lay on the ground beside a pirate’s corpse. Ralph’s eyes seemed to brighten upon looking at the sword, and I wondered whether I’d changed his memories enough. Even if he somehow broke free of them and returned to my dungeon, he would pose no threat. I had touched his mind once before, and I could do it again with ease.

      “Walk, until you’ve reached the edge of Shadow Crag,” I continued. “You will remember nothing of this except what I have placed in your mind.”

      Ralph nodded and took the Dark Reaper.

      “There is one more thing before you leave,” I said. “You have something of mine. Give me your essence.”

      “All of it?” Ralph asked, but it wasn’t in protest—he genuinely wanted to know how much I desired.

      “You may keep a little. Only enough Soul Essence to power your tattoos.”

      “And what of the Infernal Essence?”

      “I want it all. You must be more prudent in the future. Take only as much as you can handle. I can’t have my spy turning rabid.”

      “Yes, Master,” Ralph said, and my grin deepened at hearing how subservient he’d become.

      He closed his eyes in concentration, and then a flood of essence poured from his tattoo and floated beneath my ceiling. “It is done,” he said in resignation.

      “Leave, now,” I said.

      Ralph exited through the corridor with memories of the traps, so he didn’t unwittingly trigger them on his way out. I watched him vanish into the hallways of the Pretzels before I returned Von Dominius and my consciousness to my core.

      Inside my jewel, I could now siphon Bertha into my fractal surfaces. She entered my core and I immediately went to work healing her. Puck’s consciousness thrummed for release, and Abby touched me with hers but remained silent.

      “You make me proud, champions,” I said.

      “You’d best have one hell of a reward for me, Master,” Bertha said.

      “I’d like what she’s having,” Abby added.

      I chuckled. “Oh, you’ll have your rewards, never fear.”

      “Any chance I could get me one of those, too?” Puck piped up.

      “No, Puck,” we all replied at once.

      “Is there a reason you spared Ralph?” Bertha asked.

      “He’ll be useful in the future. I know it might seem stupid leaving an ambitious enemy alive, but I see something in him.”

      “What do you see?” Abby asked.

      “Myself. Ralph’s a mirror of me. If I’d been born in this world as a humble stableboy and gifted with an enchanted sword, I would have done exactly as he’s done.”

      “Compassion? Is that what compelled you to spare his life?” Abby asked, surprised.

      After only a few days, she already knew me so well.

      “Not compassion, no. Someone so similar to me is a precious commodity. It was either kill a man who could become my downfall, or spare him so he could join me.”

      “Us, you mean,” Bertha corrected.

      “Yes. Us. Zagorath.”

      Abby tickled me with a tendril of consciousness. “Now what?”

      There were dozens of answers to her questions. More evolutions. More minions. More upgrades. And a quest for revenge. Not to mention Lilith.

      But there was something more important, greater than all my other plans. I needed more dungeon cores by my side. I couldn’t expect the others to fall into my lap as Abby had done, so I needed a little ingenuity.

      I had the perfect idea, and Ralph Kraus might actually be the key to its success.

      “Now,” I told my champions, “we become adventurers.”

      

      End of Book 1
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      Thanks for reading Monster Core.

      

      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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