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      I wasn't always this formless presence, or dungeon, or crystal, or whatever you want to call me. Fortified by metal that rises from vast chasms and intricate mazes into a golden tower where I oversee all. Filled with devastating summoned creations and a fiercely loyal team of warrior temptresses. My enemies drink from the cup of death, but this voice inside my head--is it really in my head?

      No. I used to be a monk, sworn to protect the sanctity of life, yet all of this came after my first day of killing. I arrived on this moon with my brothers in arms, the Zhēng-Qahr Dynasty’s finest, Celsior Elites. In those days, it was a dreary moon of sand, rock, and forgotten ruins, locked up and chained in the prison of a mighty gas giant’s gravity.

      We had set out on another of our Empress’s many resource acquisition missions, but on the way, the captain of our ship told us we were to make an unplanned stop on Rasa. That was how we found ourselves there, uninformed and unaware.

      Everyone suited up, looking drab in our gray, form-fitting space suits. The slightly raised black dragon on my chest was the only barely noticeable fashion distinction. We walked out onto that desolate dirt road of a moon. I watched my brother in arms, Trailon, scan about in awe at its forgettable features.

      He brought up his forearm holoscreen display and looked at me with an eyebrow cocked in concern. His long blonde hair was pulled back inside his helmet. His hard, angular features showed his experience in battle. But his eyes—those soft blue bedroom eyes—betrayed him. He loved a good pub run, but he loved women more than anything else.

      We had a perfect mission record since our first days under the Empress’s command, so I had to laugh a little; this rock was unlikely to produce anything up to the challenge.

      “No rare metals, atmospheric conditions far from habitable, and no brothels. What the fuck are we doing here?” Trailon said under his breath.

      “I could not tell you,” I said. “But with this many Elites around us, I fear it will be a rather boring venture.” He didn’t look at all pleased with my response, so I added, “If you’re that ill at ease about it, I can check with the mission captain.” I took a step and stopped. “What is his name again?”

      Trailon just shrugged and went back to spying on them from behind the green glow of his data screen. I thought I might have to treat him to a brothel visit back in the capital. Me the paying party, and he the gleeful recipient. All who trained as monks were required to abstain from drinking, but being a Sceptor required it.

      Making my way over, I saw the eight Elites standing with the captain, all Hunter class, able to phase shift across a battlefield and fell even the largest of foes. We might have been a little over-prepared.

      The captain saw me and put his hand up, everyone falling silent before I reached them. He bared his teeth, a bit like a dog hovering over its food. “What is it, monk?”

      “A wonderful night for a lunar stroll, right, Captain?” I said with a wry smile. My talent for interpersonal communication and diplomatic skills were second to none. I was convinced I would have this captain toasting with me at some bar in the capital after all was said and done.

      “If you’re confused about your position in the group, it’s near the back.” Creases of irritation pinched the scars that lined his shovel face as he spat out, “So take your mouth skills and keep them the fuck back there.”

      The first new thing I learned that day was that this man was caustic. As abrasive as sand in my crotch after falling down during a midday jog at the beach. He should've known who I was and what I represented, but no matter. Fire against fire it was.

      “My dear Captain, ‘whoever you are’, allow me to show you your place on this mission and all missions from here on out.” I stepped around him and addressed the landing party. “By Sceptoral order, I am taking control of this mission. Everyone stay fast where you are! None of you moves ‘til I say otherwise.”

      They all stopped and waited. I had their attention until the captain walked in front of me, taking the measure of the group.

      I grabbed him by the arm and spun him around to face me. “Captain, you better learn your place fast. Don’t ever turn your back on me again.”

      He looked me in the eye, crossed his arms, and waited.

      I liked a fast learner. I kept my stoic pose and continued.

      “So, now that we have landed, would you be so kind as to finally tell me what, exactly, we are doing here?” As a Sceptor, the second highest level a monk can reach in the Empire, I was the Empress’s unchallenged will personified. My words were hers.

      “You'll see soon enough,” he said, looking me up and down once, then to the group. He produced a small oval object that glowed a pale green, and held it up for me to see. “If I was a bettin’ man, I’d say you understand what this means?” He held an Empress Seal. It was a rare sight, and the instant I saw it, I knew the details of the mission were no longer my concern.

      My forced silence was the only way I managed to put a small smile on that bastard’s face. He turned and began the march forward. Without a word, the others fell in behind him two by two as he waved a hand in the air, indicating for us to follow suit.

      “That man is a terribly large and difficult dickhead,” I said.

      Trailon was moving past me to join the others. He looked back with uncharacteristic worry peeking out from behind his blue eyes and asked, “How the fuck did he get one of those?”

      “From the Imperial council, I assume. Or maybe he stole it, or docked it and shat it out into his big ape hand. In either case, I have to follow his orders now without question.”

      The blue haze of the moon’s sandy surface stretched out in all directions. The gas giant’s mass filled the sky like a behemoth poised to consume our intruding little party. Trailon finally fell back to have a word with me. I still didn’t like the look on his face.

      “Shifu, I’ve got to talk to you about something,” he whispered to me. He always called me that when he had a real problem he couldn’t solve with fighting or fucking. I was far from his teacher though. We were near equals on the battlefield and had saved each other more times than I cared to remember. Brothers in every way but blood.

      “Of course, Trailon,” I said. “Besides our current situation, what troubles you, my friend?”

      “It might have something to do with our current situation, actually.”

      We veered left and descended down a rock-strewn path into one of the many chasms that crisscrossed the otherwise unremarkable Rasan surface. The rocks and sand began to slide around and grind softly under me, making my footing a little less sure.

      He walked with a slight hunch, mulling over his approach. There were no pockets on the gun-metal gray enviro-suit, but if there were, his hands would have been sunk deep into them.

      He began. “What I’m about to tell you could end my career, and possibly implicate you, depending on how you react. Hell, I could be putting everyone I know in danger. I need you to have my back here, man, because the shit I have to say can’t be unheard.”

      The worry in his eyes became more than I could ignore. One of the rites of passage through the third level of my Sceptor monk training meant I had to prove myself as an Empath. It’s not like we could read minds or anything but we had to understand intent without coercing the person.

      When he finally looked at me to get whatever it was off his chest, that something came through, not in feelings, but in a vision as clear as crystal. The link took only a second, but I felt the minutes pass, second by second.

      There he was, with some nubile goddess under him. She had unforgivably curvy hips, long, full-bodied silver hair that spilled out over two perfect hand-full sized breasts, and a back so curved it threatened to snap like a rose between clenched teeth.

      Trailon bore down on her from behind, staying deep inside and grinding his hips against the back of her wet thighs. She twisted back to look at him, eyes engulfed in wildfire. Pushing him over, she slid on top of him, reached back to guide him back in, and straddled him with legs that quivered in the embrace, wanting to rest, but unable to stop.

      She went from being hunched over, nipples grazing his chest, to a slow rise, perfectly erect, sitting with her hands thrown above her head. Sweat ran down between her shoulder blades, separating then joining again in the small of her back. He licked at her breasts and sucked on her hard pink nipples as if a panacea would come flowing forth, curing him of the guilt to come from their sin.

      She opened her eyes, looked right at me, and I snapped back to reality.

      “You...dog,” I said, and his eyes went wide.

      “No. Tell me you didn’t just pull that monk mind shit on me.” He threw a hand on his face. “Fuck.”

      When he saw I was just as surprised as he was, he confessed, “Okay, I’m in love with a Pure Land Maiden.”

      I’d gathered that from the vision, but there was something more he wasn’t telling me; something I wasn’t adept enough to recognize.

      “First, to hell with you and your nomadic cock. If the city zealots find out about this, you will be strung up in the streets with your bowels on display. And what if the Empress finds out? You know how fiercely jealous she is. I do not even care to think about what she would do to you, you big dumb dick. And second--”

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      All I could do was shake my head. “It is all fine and good then, you being sorry.” I gave his helmet a shove and he almost fell over. “You know I will do whatever I can to help you, but you have to stop meeting this girl. If you do not, you will both certainly be screwed, if you are not already.”

      The passage downward steepened.

      “I can’t do that.” He sighed. “I was pulled by such a force, I couldn’t stop myself…I just couldn’t. I think I love her.”

      I shot him a look to burn my next words into his soul. “I pray for your sake no one else finds about this.”

      We were deep enough into the chasm to lose sight of the gas giant. I felt some terrible sort of dread beginning to grow inside me. Something was wrong with this mission, and it had nothing to do with virgin sex.
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      I took a quick look, long enough to see only six Elites in front of us. I felt the other two behind us then, taking up the rear.

      “I haven’t told anyone, except you, of course.” His voice cracked a bit as he continued. “I’m starting to see some fucked up shit in my dreams, man. Things that aren’t just dreams. I’ve heard a voice as well, just when I’m at the edge of sleep. Some guttural language I can’t understand, chanting at me. I haven’t slept well in days.”

      “That sounds like an entirely different problem. What are you not telling me, Trailon?”

      He lifted his head and looked out through the deepening divide. “Haven’t you ever wondered about where our Empress gets her abilities, and how they continue to grow? Or about the rumors of misshapen creatures, hungry for death, living in a vast fortress under the shining capital?”

      “Of course I have. You would be a fool not to. But only a dead fool puts a voice to that madness.”

      The light grew fainter and our path narrower the farther down we went. We were forced to continue ahead single file, slowing our progress. I looked up again and could see our ‘brothers’ were much closer.

      “I still do not understand what you are on about. This girl you speak of, she is merely a chamber attendant to the Empress, born and raised knowing nothing of the outside world. I would advise you to…”

      I stopped speaking when I saw one the Elites had turned an ear to us. I reached out to warn Trailon, but I was too late.

      He said, “I’ve seen the dark power our Empress uses to feed her deformed creations. I’ve seen how she does it.”

      The drop off to my left opened wide like a great giant’s maw, and the dread I felt rising inside pulled me towards it.

      “Come with me,” he pleaded. “Come with me to see it. If we had your help, we might be able to stop her. There’s a room she visits at night that has something to do with her powers. If we could get in there during the daytime, while she wasn’t around, maybe we could stop her!”

      “Watch yourself. This is not the time or place for--”

      “Think, Shifu! Why do we fight without question? Why are we hurried along to here or there like mindless sprites in a child’s game? Are you fucking listening to me? Think for one fucking second!” he hissed.

      “You are going to get us both strung up, so you damn well better calm down! We can talk about this later.”

      He huffed and finally shut up.

      The increasing frequency of loose rock under my feet made me reach to the smooth wall of the divide for balance. I was so worried about being overheard, I hadn’t even noticed them.

      In the distance ahead, coming out from the blackness of the valley floor, extending hundreds of meters up and leaning out from the crevice walls, I saw gargantuan humanoid monoliths.

      I had stopped moving to get a better look at them when an eardrum-shattering “Halt!” echoed off the valley walls.

      The Elites had crouched down into watch positions as the captain turned, took a glance at us, and looked back out into the rift. “That right there’s a sight that would impress even the Empress, don’t you agree?” he said.

      Incredible. All ancient ruins were recorded in the Council Archives, but I didn’t remember mention of this moon having any. The design was odd as well; they looked like they had just grown out of the valley wall like a branch from a tree trunk.

      The captain took notice of my amazement and said, “The Empress, in her wisdom, has always had a special love for all things powerful…and ancient.” He grunted and spit on the ground. “We are here by her grace’s will to report any findings we have and to get off this shit rock as quickly as possible. What we are not here to do is stare open-mouthed, like a virgin at a bare cock, every time something new catches our eye.”

      I took the opportunity to deflect any possible attention away from Trailon’s conspiratory rant. “My apologies, Captain. For a brief moment there, I was made to seem more like a student then a master. I promise you, no more distractions. The Empress’s will be done.”

      His contempt for me was obvious. “Indeed, and I’ll make sure it is. I don’t give two fucks who you think you are back in the capital, but don’t keep me waiting again. Unless you wanna stick around and meditate on your oxygen running out, keep it movin’, monk.” He turned away and our party continued on into the shadows.

      We finally reached the valley floor after what seemed like hours. Our group was ordered to spread out and told vaguely to look for something of value. I wasn’t happy about how long the walk took, but my eyes were ready for the darkness.

      As I walked through the dimly lit haze, I could just barely make out ruins of some kind. Wide-based domes set into the ground, adorned with spires, and at every entrance, a different humanoid statue.

      Trailon had managed to keep quiet, but remained close behind. We separated from the group then he started in on me again.

      “I will tell you what I saw, whether you choose to hear it or not,” he said.

      The longer he talked and the farther we walked, the more heated I got. A Sceptor monk is never emotionally compromised.

      Never.

      Then I snapped back, and failed us both.

      “You would lay with a Maiden of the Pure Land then seek to undermine our Empress and what she has built with not a shred of evidence about you? Be done with this madness, or I will be done with it for you!”

      “If it’s evidence you want, I have it right here and...Shifu?” He took a step away from me, pointing, when I noticed the green light. Glowing geometric lines dotted with runes had appeared under our feet. I recognized the ritual sacrifice patterns instantly. The hair stood up on the back of my neck and I slowly turned my head.

      Surrounding us was the landing party; Elites on their knees, arms flayed outward and contorted like a marionette’s. Their heads turned skyward, eyes glowing the same pale green I had seen so many times before. This was the mana of the Empress.

      The body of the captain jerked into the air, convulsed, and was consumed by an explosion of light. His body remained, but the silhouette of the Empress dominated his twisted form.

      Her voice cut through the dimly lit gloom of the ancient valley floor like the rays of the sun through a magnifying glass, instantly buckling my knees.

      “Sceptor Daw,” she said.

      My fists and jaw clenched, my shoulders shrugged up to my ears, and every muscle in my body trembled just being in her presence. A hundred invisible hands clamped down all over me, compressing down on my heart, wrenching my guts, and bulging my eyes out of the sockets.

      She continued. “A need has arisen for a new general in my army; the need for a new Voda. As a bearer of my will, there is no one more deserving of this gift. You have played your role well this day, Sceptor, but for everything given, something must be taken. Do you accept my offer?”

      I was on my hands and knees then, accosted by thoughts of death and victory over faceless enemies. On the edge of my thoughts lay the great void of death with no rebirth for my soul.

      “One way or another, a sacrifice will be made,” she added as her grip on me loosened just enough for me to feel the muscles around my mouth.

      I was not afraid, just sick with myself that I wasn’t strong enough to stand in her presence. I doubted everything I had done to train my mind and body at that point. Yet, my Empress had appeared and asked me to join her commanding ranks, to serve at her side until death or duty ended me. How could I say no?

      “Yyesss,” was all I could manage in the end.

      With a wipe of her hand, my faculties were restored as if nothing had happened, and I stood at attention before her for the first time. Tendrils of light rippled out from her and licked the air around her contorted servants’ bodies. The captain’s mouth was wide open like a slaughtered pig poled to a rotisserie, green mist rising out from it and pouring over his chest. Her power was unquestionable and absolute.

      What if what Trailon said was true? What if he was--?

      “Obedience, loyalty, and death are the lifeblood of my power.” I flinched in pain and drew my chin down under the sudden intensity of the bass and clear urgency in her voice. “There is no stronger bond than the one that shall connect you to me,” she said as she raised a slender arm into the air. “Now taste.”

      Slipping out of the air like wraiths, four red-silhouetted maidens crawled and slid across the ground until they ran their hands up through my suit and onto to my skin. I was afloat in the air almost immediately. We were moving, but I didn’t care where. My head was thrown backward while hands filled my suit crotch. No monk training prepared me for this.

      Their heads lined up and slightly melted together, four shades of hair on top. Their lips and tongues lined up in a row, connecting the space of their open mouths into a single form that came down around my swollen cock.

      I was a chaste monk, with no experience at all with a woman, yet there I was, inside four mouths all at once. Four tongues glided up and down my shaft, while my head slipped in and out of eight thick red lips over and over again. My legs shuddered and I came, hoping it was enough for all of them. They slowly pulled up, split apart, smiled, and swallowed in unison.

      We floated on for a little longer and came to a slow stop as I was lowered back to the ground. The hands and mouths disappeared, and my Empress spoke. I listened with my eyes half-shut and my dick throbbing. “In this one lies the seed of doubt. This one defiled a maiden of mine. This one has taken from me and strayed from the Elite’s path. This one has chosen death. Let your will be forever silent in glory as my new Voda and rend his heart from his chest!”

      I opened my eyes, still drunk in fantasy, and saw Trailon, suspended in mid-air, arms and legs spread out like a doomed snow-angel. He was mute, but his rapid short breaths and wide-open eyes said he knew what was going to happen.

      So there I stood, looking down on my friend, who had strayed from the path our Empress had laid for us all and resolved to do what needed doing. I placed a hand on his chest and whispered, “Be at ease my friend. Your suffering, and mine, have come to an end.”

      I drew my only weapon—a short throwing knife—held it out above his neckline, and closed my eyes. I let my arm fall towards him. There was no going back. Fuck the Empress.

      A deafening blast of sound and white-hot light ripped me off my feet and slammed me back into the valley wall, before my knife could travel the distance from my open hand to the rune-lit ground. I prayed Trailon would be ready.

      The Empress’s voice cracked and deepened. “Ritual defilers!” My reflexes kicked in right before the scream pinned me against the wall, cracking and splitting the stone around me. The small bit of defense mana I was able to stack deflected some of the second blast. Trailon was less lucky and launched into the opposite wall like a rag doll.

      She looked down at the Celsiors, still possessed in front of her. Yellow ribbons of light extended out and around them. She was tower boosting critical attack and speed buffs for all nine soldiers at once.

      Her projection began to fade as she hissed, “Before my runes fade, kill the one who has taken from me. Then, crush the mana from the other’s bones.”

      The Captain and the Elites rose from the ground and turned towards Trailon.

      I yelled out, “Trailon! Get up! Stack and buff! GET UP!”

      He shook his head, staggered to his feet, and took out his faintly glowing mana blade.

      The captain raised one arm in the air, looked back at the fading rune lines, and yelled, “Ready!”

      They were far closer to me than Trailon, but I didn’t have time to stack enough mana to fight off four super buffed Elites AND cross the divide to help. With a grin, the captain looked right at me and laid his other hand over the stock of his sidearm, a crude and undignified weapon of death.

      In that moment, at the risk of hastening my own death, I did the only thing I could. I Soul Burned. Closing my eyes, I focused deep within, by-passing my mana reserves and centering on the flow of my life-force.

      The captain sighed, gave a disinterested shrug, withdrew his side-arm, arced his other hand downward, and unleashed hell.

      I was almost there. Steady. Wait for it.

      The Celsior Elites blurred across the rune-lit blackened earth, mana blades drawn, closing the gap almost instantly.

      As the first one reached me, light swirled up around me. I opened my eyes, and the stone shattered beneath my feet as I launched at him. I caught him under his weapon arm, twisted inward, and plunged my fist through his rib cage. His chest exploded open, sending him sprawling off into the dirt.

      My buffs were maxed out, but my time was limited.

      One down.

      I looked ahead, saw Trailon seconds from death, and quickly sacrificed my defense buff to tower stack my speed and offense. I bent my knees, lowered down in a horse stance, and wove my arms outward and inward together, focusing my energy through to the ground.

      The closest two of the Elites split up and came at me from both sides. I brought doubled-up fists crashing down into the valley floor. I did not have time to watch them thrust back and get buried into the walls, limbs ripped apart, showering the ground with crimson.

      Three down.

      From the dust in front of me, the fourth one was on me, cutting through the air like a bolt from a crossbow. I threw my hand out and found the flat side of his blade. Deflecting it skyward, I stepped in under the attack, and arced upward with a knife hand. A small bit of brain matter broke through the top of his suit helmet with my fingers. I pulled my hand free and blood showered onto my suit and the valley floor. The blood that touched the runes was consumed instantly.

      I looked up to see four blades approaching Trailon. They phased and were on him all at once. Trailon jammed the blade into the ground, driving his hand through and shattering the mana lattice work that formed its physical edge. It exploded out, throwing Trailon and his attackers away from each other.

      The Hunters were already upright, stacking their mana for another go.

      Trailon pushed himself up, sat back on his knees, grabbed his right arm, and yelled, “NOW!”

      I slapped my hands together and closed the distance separating us instantly, vanishing and reappearing at full speed to the side of the attackers. I slammed into the closest one, transferring my momentum through him, lifting him off his feet, and chaining the attack to the whole group. The push sent them tumbling into and through one of the many domed structures that dotted the bottom of the gorge.

      Trailon looked up at me, his face flush with amazement as I walked over to help him up.

      “Shifu! I--”

      “Shake it off and get ready. They will not be down long!” The aura of the Soul Burn around me dimmed. I was dangerously close to overusing it. Trailon stepped in front of me, hand already wrapped in yellow healing tendrils held over his injured arm.

      “How many were there again?” he asked, grunting through the pain.

      I managed a small grin. “At last count…four super-buffed Celsior Elite Hunters.” My breathing was labored. “I’m probably only good for one or two more though.”

      He took a quick look back at me, smiled, and readied his sword hand.

      “You son of bitch,” I said. “You held onto that mana blade handle all the way through that explosion?”

      “To be honest, I was trying to take ‘em with me.”

      I smacked him in the back of head and said, “Don’t ever do that again.”

      Four figures rose out of the rubble before us.

      He just laughed and said, “When we get out of here, --”

      I heard rock split and shatter behind me as a wet mist sprayed the side of my face. Smoke rose from a small hole in Trailon’s forehead, and half the back of his skull was missing. Before he hit the ground, searing heat ripped through my chest, and I sank down along with him.

      My breathing was labored as I watched the life leak out of me. I don’t know how long the captain had been crouched down in front of me, but when he pushed my head back with the barrel of his hand cannon and clicked back the hammer, blood spat out of my mouth and I smiled through the pain.

      The Celsiors stood back and watched.

      “You know, monk, your friend here wound up just as the Empress planned and we all got what we came for. How does that make you feel?”

      I stared right at him, clasped my hands in prayer, closed my eyes, and leaned into the barrel.

      He grabbed my head and slid one of my eyes open then jammed the gun into it.

      “Just like a monk to welcome death, isn’t it? You’ve spent your whole life trying not to kill or fuck people though, so I guess I don’t blame ya.” He pulled the gun away from my head and continued. “You can fight, I’ll give ya that. Those weren't no ordinary Hunters either. Regardless, you ARE weak, monk. You’re weak as shit cuz the currency of our universe is death and sex, and you strive to know nothin’ of it. Let me impart some wisdom on your socially castrated ass before I go. The longer someone suffers on the edge of death, the more mana and life energy our Empress reaps from them.”

      He leaned in so close that I could taste the contempt seeping out from between his yellow teeth. Patting me on the top of the shoulder and making sure I was looking at him, he whispered, “Don’t you disappoint now.”

      He stood up like he was bored from a long day’s work and barked, “Call in the evak. We got four down and five hard up. I want ‘em waitin’ at the top of the fissure when we get there. Let’s go, boys!”

      I was alone. Trailon lay face down on the ground, his brain cavity opened up to me like some ghastly tome I didn’t wish to read. I grew dizzy as the words, “You know nothing,” repeated over and over in my head. When I died, the full power of my mana and life-force would be transferred to that horrible bitch.

      A well of hatred rose up from deep within me and I didn’t fight it. I let myself seethe. I had trained my whole fucking life to build up and master both mana and life-force energies. A lifetime of honor and obedience to end up on my knees, betrayed. And to top it all off, that wretched cunt would just walk away with all of my energy as I rotted inside this space suit.

      Well, fuck all that noise.

      I would do one last thing as a Sceptor and face my death in meditation, like the monks of old. I would scatter my energy so wide and far into the universe that even the Empress couldn’t reach it.

      I took one final look at Trailon, and saw our blood, like our fate, bleed into each other’s over the rune-lit valley floor. Crossing my legs, I coughed up some blood on the inside of my suit helmet. Closing my fists together into prayer, I set about becoming one with everything for the last time.
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      I began by focusing on my breath, which failed immediately. The bullet opened up a hole I could just stick my index finger through. I didn’t want to think about how big the hole was in back. My ragged breathing was not going to bring me to a state of mindful peace.

      I coughed up more blood, and this time, it went all over my visor. Fuck. I couldn’t see Trailon any longer, just red paint oozing down a black canvas. He had so much potential. He should have come to us for training. Like all potential monks, he had shown the rare ability to manipulate mana at an early age, and like me, feel energies that went unnoticed by even the oldest and wisest of our order. Ultimately though, he chose the excitement of the Celsior academy over the monk order’s rigorous study. After he became an Elite, we were paired together and became fast friends.

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you.” I coughed again and the world spun a little.

      Taking a second to regain my inner balance, I closed my eyes, put the blood flowing into my lungs out of mind, and thought of better times with Trailon. The fond memories lent me an added measure of focus, and I felt my mana and life energy pulse evenly through the center of my body.

      I lost track of the unimportant at some point. The pain that wracked my body dissipated, and the countdown to my death became background noise in the inevitable trajectory of my life. I accepted my fate. I stretched out with my feelings to become one with it. I sent the whole of my life-force and mana out in all directions…I could see everything…and feel everything… Awash in silence, I stepped off from this dimensional coil and tumbled into the void.

      The singularity that awaits all monks, where everything pushes infinitely outward until all is one at the beginning and end of everything, did not come to me.

      Instead, all but the awareness of the now left me. A sound approached from far away. It was many voices. It grew steadily louder and deepened as it came closer. I did not know what language I was hearing, but its tone was unmistakable. It was commanding me to do something. A thousand voices mixed together, grating and scraping like steel across stone. It screamed at me, “Release me!”

      Then my vision was attacked on all sides by red rivers of naked, writhing women, screaming and moaning. They reached out to me, and I fell in. Every atom of my being was touched, kissed, licked, felt, caressed, and grabbed. I was no longer chaste, I was a demon of carnal needs and wanton ecstasy. I fucked my way through to the bottom and wished to never leave.

      The river bottom flipped, and before me was a maiden with long, bright green hair down to her feet, and a dress shimmering like fish scales. “My king,” she said in a high-pitched echo. The river maiden knelt before me, slipped her lips down the length of my cock, and buried her face hard against my pelvis.

      In my right hand, I held a mana blade twice my height, with four emeralds embedded in the hilt. In my left, an object so bright, only by feel could I tell it was a crystal of some kind.

      She stared up at me and tears of blood streamed down her pale face. Her eyes went milky white, and as she swallowed, the sky turned to fire, and she stumbled away from me. Her body bloated outward as her skin blistered and bubbled, expanding at different speeds. The sky fell and consumed her in an explosion of green flame. From the burning crater rose an army; my army.

      The death I wrought upon the worlds of men expanded exponentially. I tore the very seed of life from every planet I passed, riding off into the expanse of the universe, worlds blackening over and imploding inward behind me. I was death incarnate. Undeniable. Unstoppable.

      Suddenly, I was yanked from the heights of glorious perfection, slammed into the ground, and chained like a kennel bitch. A voice filled with malice suffocated my will and ripped my arms from my body. “Obey,” it said.

      I made no attempt to resist. A gaunt-faced figure appeared in front of me, reached out, and plunged into my soul.

      I felt a shift and a division. A rush of emotion flooded through me, erasing pieces of my consciousness. I felt heat, pain, and power, surging through me. A pressure vacuum pulled me in then shattered me outward like a window in a hurricane. Deafening wind and shrieking hateful screams pushed me down and scattered my thoughts. I lost my sense of everything but a dark hatred. I was crushed hair thin and tortured by the sensation of fire and acid. My mind was nearly gone. Into what I was slipping, I did not know, but I felt instinctively that if I slipped far enough, I would never come back.

      The sounds, imagery, and sensations all slowly came together in one unyielding rhythmic pulse. The further I fought it, the further we slipped. The less we began to fight it, the more we embraced doom. We began to love it. We would seek out any who would part us from our kingdom of death and lust. We are carnal destruction made to devour all life.

      “Shifu…”

      There was a head-on collision of opposite energies and consciousness, then

      silence. Still a-float, and lost, the sliding into madness had subsided.

      “Shifu…focus…”

      Again, the distant voice. I felt calm when it spoke. Familiarity. Friendship…

      “Protect me…”

      Memories flooded back. Enduring the sweat and pain of the monastery, the string of mission successes and failures...Trailon. I was thrust back into the grounded reality of my physical body. Soft earth, jagged rock, and cold hard metal grew up, over, and through me, fusing with my muscle and bone, forming my being. Softness, hardness, smoothness all around me became my senses. When I opened my eyes, I was standing within myself.

      I had no idea how long I had been here. I was staring at a smooth gray granite floor in the center of a room I had never seen, but I knew had two doors. The one in front of me, made from high impact reinforced carbon steel, led outside into a sprawling complex of hallways and doors. The one behind me, made of polished Inconel and covered in runes that were familiar to me, protected a small entryway into a room partially sunk into the floor.

      I could sense everything outside of the room. In all directions, the ground, walls, and air pulsed with my life-force. I did not have unlimited sight, but where I couldn’t see, I could sense. Behind me, there was something of tremendous value, and I yearned for it.

      I turned and walked to the rune door, but there was no stride in my movement. Instead, I slid effortlessly across the floor as if it was made of ice. Awash in new senses, I was drawn to the precious contents of the small room. I quickly reached out for the long, curved handle of the door, but my hand passed right through it.

      Questions of sanity and uselessness began marching around in the back of my mind, but I kept my composure. So, I was able to pass through things. That could easily be an advantage. I tried phasing through the door, but my hand stopped not an inch from the surface. An energy was pushing me back, stopping me from opening the door.

      Why couldn’t I just see what lay behind the door? Please. Just for a second...

      The entryway began to rise upward. My hand shot out again to grab the door, but I stopped myself. The reality of my situation began to chip away at me. I couldn’t touch anything. I floated like a wraith, and I was alone. I wondered how long I would be here. I wondered where here was. I wondered who I was, and I didn’t know. My stomach turned as I looked down to see my body sinking into the entryway, the floor inching up my shins.

      Fuck. Did I trigger some kind of trap? I should’ve read the runes first! The more I panicked and struggled against the ghost door, the farther I slipped into the ground. The floor was up past me knees. At this rate…

      “Bloody fool,” said a voice coming from the depths of my mind where doubt marched on the gates of my confidence. The voice was deep, filled with the grinding of metal on glass. “You’re a shit monk, you know that? Should’ve studied a bit more.”

      Who the fu...? What monk?

      “Hello?”

      No response as I continued to sink into the floor.

      “Hey!” I yelled out.

      I looked and had sunken down to the waist. It was not going to be long before I was part of the stone beneath me.

      I tried again. “Hey! Can you help me?”

      It finally replied, “Of course I can. The question is whether I will.”

      The floor crawled up my chest.

      “Will you help me?”

      “I will, if you can answer this quandary for me. Will you?”

      A quandary? He wanted to tell me a fucking riddle. What choice did I have? I was alone and totally fucked otherwise. “Yes. I will. Please, just get me out of here!”

      It said, “I will only say this once, so listen carefully.”

      The floor slid farther up and over my shoulders.

      “What is greater than a god, more powerful than a demon, but you starve if you eat it or die if you drink it?”

      I was certain I had stumbled into another trap of some kind. “If I answer incorrectly, what will happen?”

      Silence answered me as the cold rock wrapped around my throat.

      Looking up to the ceiling, the gears of my mind finally broke free and began to spin at full speed. “Okay, greater than a god, demon, food, or drink.” The mechanism of thought was there but the raw material wasn’t. I had no mental fortitude to handle this shit.

      As the stone crested my chin and threatened to cover my mouth, I yelled out in desperate inspiration, “It’s time!”

      The floor’s advance stopped.

      “Yes!” I couldn’t help the outburst. “Thank you. Thank you, whoever you are. Okay, how do I get myself out of here?”

      There was no answer. I just hung there in the stone with a fading smile on my face.

      “Why do you shit-eaters always say, ‘time’? Time is a finite quantity that you small-brained meat-bags have labeled ‘infinite’ because you can’t comprehend its vastness. Your abstractions sicken me. Time is not the answer. Time is something neither one of us has very much left of. The answer is ‘nothing’. Which is what you are without me.”

      My body was pushed deeper into the ground and I could see each tile had a little bit of a curve in it as my vision turned gray then black. Whatever the voice was, it wasn’t human. I decided it was some kind of demon come to possess and torment me. Its presence wrapped me fast in coils of steel and stone. I was utterly fucked.

      It continued, “If you wish to live, you will do as I say, when I say it, or I will let you float down into the depths of the void where you will spend the next fuck-teen quintillion years wishing you had just listened. What say you?”

      What choice did I have? I had no idea where I was. I didn’t know who or what this oppressive voice was. Outside of my desire not to die, there was very little in terms of ‘self’ or the idea of who I was. I knew I was something before, and now I was something else. For the time being, I gave in.

      “Fine. What must I do?” I asked.

      “From now on, do as I say.”

      “Tell me what is happening to me.”

      “You did not come here by the rune-lit path. Why?”

      I had no idea why. Where was ‘here’? What was a ‘rune-lit’ path? I couldn’t even say my name if it asked me.

      “You ask me questions I have no ability to answer.”

      I heard an unwelcoming cold breeze of distant whispers rustling somewhere close. Then the voice took on a more appealing tone.

      “Good. Then all you need know is you survived ‘the change’ because you possess an incredible amount of life-energy. And we will need it. You may feel there are memories you are just out of reach of remembering, but they will only do us so much good. So, let’s take what we need of them and burn the rest, shall we?”

      “But, I feel like I was just somewhere close by. Like if I could only see it, then maybe--”

      I felt lightheaded and my vision began to blur. A fever raged inside of me but there was no heat or cold to it.

      The Demon was anxious to get on with things. “Now then, down to brass tacks. To move about on this plane and stop from sinking into it, you must reach into your hollowed out mind and find something of value. When you find it, or when it finds you, grab onto that feeling and never let it go. As long as the feeling is significant enough for me to sense, I can help keep you on this plane. Let’s see if you’re worth my time.”

      “Is that everything?” I asked.

      No answer.

      My mind was still gutted and cratered from floating through hell. There are very few things in life more difficult than looking inside yourself to see just how broken you are. But through the ash and dust of my psyche, a pale light came to me from far off in the distance. Unsure about what it was, I hesitated then held out my hand and grabbed onto it. It pushed against my skin and felt like someone I hadn’t seen in forever.

      The sinking instantly stopped. Rising from the ground, I was back on the floor at the bottom of the stairwell.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The grate of rusted metal returned to its voice. “Save your thanks. There’s work to be done.”

      “What kind?”

      “A journey of death and sexual exploit that we are bound together on. But first, we have a visitor.”
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      A sudden twinge at the back of my head told me the voice was right. Someone was far away from the room I was in and had gotten close. Too close. I could feel their breath pouring down over the back of my neck. Clenching my fists, I stood there, wanting to hit something so god-damned hard that death would greet whoever it was before hitting the fucking earth.

      “I feel it too,” it said to me. “Go.”

      I took off in the direction of the intruder, down the first hallway closest to the rune door room. As I came upon a doorway, my arm passed through the stone archway like a breeze through an open window. I could pass through solid objects! I didn’t remember anything of who I was, but I understood the shortest distance between two points.

      I stopped, turned towards the wall in front of me, and shot off in a straight line. Light streaked past me as the walls and floor shimmered in the periphery. I could get used to this strategery.

      “What do I do when I get there? Can I fight like this?” I asked.

      “You’re the horse, and I’m the rider,” it said. “Just do as I say until you get more of a feel for things. A word of caution though, my little shit-eater. If anyone gets to this chamber and opens that rune door, you will die. Nothing is more important than protecting that door. Nothing.”

      The dome structure ran out in a radius of five circling hallways, each stretching upward to the slope of the ceiling. I appeared from the final wall, in the ring that ran the distance along the dome’s edge, to find the intruder.

      He stood, hand against the rim of the opening archway, one foot placed cautiously on the dome floor. He looked to be well-built, carrying a backpack, a white-lit guidance unit attached to his arm, and a multi-pocketed tool belt stretching across his broad chest. I saw the firearm strapped to his thigh and the hodgepodge of colored rags thrown onto his space suit.

      The Demon growled. “Fucking space pirates. You can never tell whether they’re in the service of even shittier humans than themselves, or something worse.”

      I watched as he brought his forearm up to his mouth and engaged the comlink.

      “My readings were right,” he said. “This IS a dungeon and it’s fucking active. Jackpot, babe! I’m going in.” He looked surprised when the woman on the other end was not happy with his decision.

      “Negative. Negative. We don’t have any information in our archives about it. It shouldn't even be here in the first place. We need to plan a proper insertion, get more clans in on this and--.”

      “Calm yourself,” he said. “There’ll be time for all that later, babe.”

      “Babe ‘these’. You ain’t all that, honey,” she snapped back.

      I liked her.

      “It’s active but hasn’t responded to my presence yet,” he said. “I’ll check it out.”

      “The hell you will. Let me do my damn job and don’t fucking move.”

      The man produced a small light source from one of his tool pouches and looked around.

      “There ain’t no records of crystal activity in the area. This shit is gettin’ sketchy. Come back,” she pleaded.

      “Yeah, no. I’m gonna give ‘er a look see. Be back before you know it. Kisses.”

      “Kaland, wait! There’s--”

      He switched off his comlink, moved inside, and made his way along the hallway to an open door. When he passed through, I reached out to grab him by the back of the shoulder, but my hand swept right through. Fuck. He just shivered like a cold wind had run through him and continued. Outside of keeping myself from sinking into the ground and traveling about here and there like a wraith, I was useless as fuck all.

      The voice spoke, “Don’t you feel a bit at odds with letting this shit-eater walk through your halls unimpeded? Pushing his way into your unused hallways and trying to gut you from the inside? He’s fucking you up your asshole and getting away with it. Why don’t you try reaching out and moving something with that substantial life-force of yours?”

      Move what? There are only the walls and floor of this lifeless fucking dome I’m in!

      “How?” I stuck my hand into the wall and shook it around. “See?”

      I swore it grinned. “You are no longer a soul trapped in a slowly rotting bag of meat. Reach out and feel.” The voice was getting excited. “Let the hate move you and then break him. You know he deserves it.”

      I was left there alone in silence, helplessly floating after my intruder. The next doorway he came to was another level into the dome, and when he breached it, I winced and grabbed my stomach like something was pushing farther inside me. I came to a point of such boiling anger that something popped within me. In frustration, I swung my arm out at him.

      The pirate came to a halt as a wall slammed out across his path, blocking the way forward. For the first time since appearing in my ghostly form, I did something of physical value, but I missed him. I also felt a small bit of fatigue, like I had run up a short flight of stairs and then sat for a long exam.

      I immediately had visions of someone doing something like that. Sitting for many hours, reading through scrolls and tomes and digital archives. I figured hallucination was a side effect of moving objects with my mind, but this vision was quite familiar to me.

      “Shit-eater!” the voice barked at me. “Why have you stopped? He knows you're moving against him now, so he’ll be ready. Go!”

      I took off after him. When I caught sight of him, I threw both arms across my chest and two masses of stone came ripping out from the walls, trapping him in the hallway. I raised my hands over my head to drop the ceiling down on him and be done with it when my movement slowed, my vision blurred, and my hands fell down to my side. Fuck.

      The Demon was bearing down on my mind hard now, screaming, “Stop quivering there like some deflowered maiden and finish him!”

      I straightened and brought my hands up again when he took out an arc-laser, long handle similar to an axe, but with a curved blade formed of wild pulsing red mana. He spread his legs wide, braced, and swung. The wall buckled outward in a shower of smoldering rock debris. I grabbed at my arm like someone had run a knife across the back of it.

      The voice started in again on me, and this time didn’t stop. “This thieving fuck will bring more of his ilk. They will never stop until they rape you for all you’re worth. Rip his heart from his chest and stick his head on a fucking spike outside the entrance walls for his comrades to see. Flay him and use his skin as a welcome mat for...”

      I stood there motionless while the Demon went on and on for what seemed like forever. No words came to me, but I stopped caring because I didn’t disagree with any of it.

      The fucker flew through the newly opened wound and was on his comlink instantly. “I’m on my way back to the LZ! Evak and regroup now! There’s an active--”

      The distance between us became one, like two ends of a shroud folded together. I stood before him with my arm outstretched and fist clenched. He had nearly made it to his second step through the breech when the ceiling shot down through his chest cavity, spearing him into the floor. Disgusting sounds of blood gurgling up into his throat added to my contempt for him. I looked up to the ceiling and used the last bit of mana I had to bring myself silence and peace. Two stone cylinders extended from the wall and pushed in on either side of his head. His eyes bulged for a short while from the sockets until his skull cracked and opened up a river of blood and matter that soaked the multi-colored rags on his suit all crimson red.

      I just wanted to sit down. The hallway and broken stone began to blacken and fade away. I lost sight of my trophy kill. I wanted to peg him to the wall and talk at him everyday until he was all sagging cloth and white bone.

      A fog rolled into the hallway and swallowed the intruder whole. I could not see through to the other side of the hall any longer. The silhouette of a man emerged from where the corpse was pinned to the ground. He reached out for me as he walked. The vision faded and blackness took me from the world.

      “Sleep,” the voice said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke in the center chamber again, sitting in a chair that was not there last time. I stood up, my mind clearer and the feelings of fatigue gone, replaced by a noticeable increase in vigor. Not bad. Then the skewered man I left in the outer hallway came marauding into my mind on thunderous horseback, crushing any sense of accomplishment I had.

      “What have I done…?”

      A low purr rolled through the room. The voice sounded like it needed a cigarette. “Feels divine, yes?”

      “What just happened to me?” I asked.

      “Just?” It chuckled. “Why, we murdered the intruder and absorbed his mana. I thought we’d have gotten more from such a stout young one, but such is life. You like the new chair?”

      “I don’t ever want to do that again.”

      “It gets easier the more you do.” Its glibness pissed me off.

      “You monster. What are you? How many have you killed?”

      “Yes, yes.” He hurried past my question. “We will get to all of that, but first, you need to be clear as crystal on one thing. You will need to be doing a shit load more killing, and doing it soon.”

      “Do not side step my questions. What did you do to me? I don’t WANT to kill anybody. Why was my will subverted? That is what happened, is it not? I looked upward and screamed out at it. “You WILL answer my questions, Demon!”

      I heard a low growl and tremors rippled inside my head as it spoke. “If you are so fucking proud of that gelatinous mass you call a mind, then fine. Tell me about yourself first, shit-eater. What’s your name? Where do you come from?”

      “I traveled across an eternity of hell to be where? Locked in this shitty dome, forced to kill people I have no reason to. No more games!” I slammed my foot on the floor and the boom echoed through the room. “Answer my questions!”

      “Why should I?” it said, calm and collected. “You haven’t answered mine.” I could've sworn hot breath brushed my cheek. “What’s. Your. NAME?”

      “My name...it...I mean...just…”

      “It must be a sickening feeling, being so utterly broken in almost every possible way. I can taste your anguish. It’s as sweet as golden honey dripping from the plumpest teat.” I felt an arm wrap around me, like a tentacle around a crab shell. “You should consider yourself lucky, for fortune has granted you be linked to me, a Vymrali shard.”

      “I don’t know what any of that means. I--”

      “Just know that your fate and mine are linked. I will do what it takes to survive, regardless of your shit-head opinion of what happens. That is all you ever need know since none of you shit-eaters ever level up high enough to remember your ass from a hole in the ground. So, in short, you will do what I say, or I will ride you ‘til you break. There is always another.”

      I was sat back in my chair with a shove. The link he spoke of seemed more like puppet strings to me. My mind was a room with the lights shut off. I could see nothing of my past or future. But the Demon seemed to know a little about me. I knew he couldn’t read my mind, even though it seemed like the source of its voice. Had I met it before this life?

      “I might not know the details you wish me to, but I know I do not die easy. I am strong!”

      I spoke like a blindfolded child swinging a stick at a tree, but I felt stronger today, and he did mention leveling up. I decided to bide my time until I could mount a better argument and find out what it was hiding from me.

      “Tell me, Demon. What must I know?”

      With my white flag raised, the Demon’s voice turned to warm sunlight shown through silk curtains. The Demon’s demeanor was less emotional and more reactionary, like it responded with a set of situational tones. “It’s all quite simple, really. There are two things you have control over; mana and life-force. As a monk, you should be quite adept at this. Life-force allows you to level up, and mana is the fuel for all of your actions.” It paused a moment. “Are you keeping up, shit-eater?”

      I said nothing.

      “Ah! Great question! Life-force and mana are acquired by killing or fucking. More life-force from fucking, and more mana from killing, respectively. Since everything alive has the flow of both energies, the higher the level a thing is when you kill it, or fuck it, your choice, the more life-force and mana you receive.” Another pause. “A word of warning, monk; if you fuck something, then kill it, you don’t get double resources, so use your dick wisely. We don’t want a build-up of mouths to feed, as it were.”

      “I...”

      “Another good question, I hope?”

      “Why did you just call me a monk?”

      “I called you so because I can only assume you are. Have you looked at how you’re dressed?”

      I looked down at myself and saw long white flowing robes with gold trim running down the edges. A piece of cloth hung between my legs from a simple gold colored sash wrapped around my midsection. Emblazoned on the cloth was the image of a dragon and I knew its name. Mazdulagi.

      “These are the robes of a monk. These were my robes, once, I think…”

      The Demon had his own take on the revelation. “I don’t think you were a very good monk though. You get distracted pretty easily and complain a lot. Don’t monks believe life is suffering, and by accepting this, you attain peace or some other kind of nonsense? Dungeon cores kill to live. This existence and its realities should fit you like a glove.”

      “You are wrong, Demon. Monks are trained to preserve life at all costs. Even at the cost of their own.”

      Memories of my training came flooding back. High, snowcapped mountain peaks in painfully bright blue skies. The cold wind biting at my back as I left the monastery a master of my studies.

      I knew what I was.

      “I am a monk, Demon. If your game was to keep me from realizing it, you have failed.”

      I thought I heard clapping somewhere. “Congratulations. So, now that you’re whole again, tell the ‘Demon’ your name?”

      I went right for it. To throw my name out at this grating presence in my head. To force it out of me and be clear-minded again. Yet there was nothing where my name should have been. Nothing but the faint prick of ghost pain in the place of memory.

      “Wonderful! When you remember, let me know. Until then, shut your bitching down and do what the fuck I tell you to do. We will fuck and kill together; not necessarily in that order, for purposes of mutual survival, and that’s the end of it.”

      “I do not think I will be very good at the former part.”

      The voice groaned with tired irritation, “Why? Does your pee pee hurt or something?

      “No. I was a monk my whole life, so, you know...”

      “Know wha…aaahhhh, I get it. Hey, no worries. You like boys? No problem. You like animals? Shit, even better. I would fuck mud if it had a bit of mana to give. Cum one, cum all I say. Hahaha!”

      “What the hell is wrong with you? I mean I have never had sex before.” Explaining it was hard enough because it was true, but weirder because I actually wanted to see what it would be like. I was dead, so I was no longer beholden to follow the hard line doctrine of the monk order. I felt I had always had a healthy thirst for sex.

      But there-in laid a problem. I died. Then I was reborn. The rules of reincarnation are very straight-forward. After death, the body is prayed over, then the spirit leaves and is born again in its next form. The only rule past that is that the quality of deeds in life determine the form one is reincarnated in. But I had never heard nor read about being reincarnated as yourself.

      “Wow, I’ve been around a fuckin’ long time and you’re the first virgin I’ve met. The first one that wasn’t bred for ritual sacrifice, of course. I mean, wow.” It took a deep breath. “Well, there’s no way around it. You’ll have to perform when it comes time. If you don’t, you’ll wither and die, and I’ll have to find yet another skin-bag to take your place.”

      “So, if I do not murder and have sex, I will die?”

      “Sure as shit. As a dungeon core, there is no staying the same. You are either gaining levels, or losing them. If you lose too many, you die for real this time, stuck in limbo, pulled from every angle for eternity. There is no reincarnation for a dungeon core. You’re out of the loop now.”

      My wraith hand touched my wraith forehead and I felt nothing.

      “Murder to live or die…”

      “And stop with the whole ‘killing is murder’ shit. It’s what you fuckin’ do now.”

      My zeal for caring about life and how I affected it began to turn brown and crack at the edges. How could I say I refused to murder? I had just enjoyed doing it. Sadness and regret are the reactions of someone who went through something truly unamenable to their character. I, on the other hand, felt guilt, and a mix of anger and contempt at myself for the joy the killing brought me. Whatever training I had as a monk was as full of holes as my soul was. The ideal melted together with the clear reality like ash in water.

      “So, what if I keep gaining levels? Do I live forever?”

      The Demon’s voice mixed with others in the background and crescendoed to something understandable in mid-sentence “…trained for it’s possible. I’ve seen a lot, but you are in no place to hear it. If you gain enough levels without dying on me, you’ll come to know much. The moral dilemma of it all is just that, irreconcilable. Even shit-eaters must understand that the lion needs to eat.”

      Fair enough, for now.

      I thought about leveling up and what would happen during the process. Just as the idea crossed my mind, a small screen popped up from the chair. I held my hand out and touched the screen, and it rippled like water:

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: C+

      Dungeon: Level 2

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Limited Environmental Stability

      NEW SKILLS: Mana Entrapment

      -?????-

      STATUS -End-

      

      “Any changes in your status are bolded for you. Which means regular type is skills you already had or haven’t changed at all. It’s not the best system, but it works for our purposes. You can view them anytime from the mana throne, if your brain made mostly of fecal matter needs a quick overview.” I leaned back and ran my hands along the smooth arm rests. “This chair has some perks then?”

      “That ‘chair’ is actually quite important to you. You awoke feeling refreshed, did you not?”

      “All things considered, yes. I felt pretty good. Physically, at least.”

      “Of course you felt good. You can focus and stack your mana while in that chair, but ONLY while in that chair. So, if you’re strategy is to spirit about like some shit-head hero and over-extend yourself then…well, fuckin’ hell yeah, man. But you’ll be dead.”

      The status screen dissipated away into a fine mist. I sensed it as soon as the Demon did. The twinge at the back of my head was a bit more painful this time around, and I felt a pulsating energy coming up from the ground.

      “That was faster than I expected,” the voice said.

      Intruders. Two of them. One mid-level, the other mid-lower level. They were close but hadn’t reached the entrance to the dungeon yet. I had a little time to plan.

      “You’ll see a mix of low, middle, or high-level statuses. We must prepare accordingly or you’ll forever be part of the background radiation and I’ll be cursed with boredom again.”

      “Right. So, I can make walls move, manipulate their shape, and apparently trap things now. Anything else I need to know?”

      There was a hint of deep consideration in its voice as it answered. “Just keep it simple for now. Either kill things or fuck things.”

      There was clearly a limit to how useful my new ‘teacher’ was going to be. I thought anybody would be a better teacher than this incorporeal vocal irritant.

      I resolved to trap both of the intruders this time. Deciding the fates of people in the heat of battle hadn’t proven to be a very pro-life strategy thus far. I couldn’t let the Demon keep getting what it wanted. I wouldn’t.
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      As I ghosted through the walls of the dome, I wondered if I could really control myself this time. The feeling of helplessness armored in rage was still fresh with me.

      I reached the outermost hallway when I felt them step through the entrance. Without asking for it, their status popped up in front of me, reading one man and one woman. They had already taken their helmets off.

      The mid-level intruder had his blonde hair pulled back into a short tail, was middle-aged with a full red-brown beard, and light blue eyes. He came in bent low to the ground and held another one of those arc-lasers firmly in his hands. I hated those fuckin’ things. The wall to his right slowly flashed red from the ignition switch of his jump boost pack. Architect Class. This one was ready for anything.

      The woman behind him stood upright, her breasts pushed out, shoulders pulled back, one hand on her curvy hip, and the other lighting up her face with a display screen. She had shoulder-length bobbed green hair, full purple lips, and a very slight overbite.

      The thought of sex strolled into my mind like a student after school, arms filled with questions I wasn’t too sure about answering. For so long, I'd pushed away the thought of sex in any form, that now, I was considering it. I had spent however long I was alive abstinent. I wanted it though, so bad. I wasn’t overwhelmed, but I was close. My mind rushed with images of her arching her back, bare breasts exposed to my mouth. All I wanted was to caress her pussy with my tongue and then take her, set her down on my throbbing cock, and learn what all the fuss was about. My spirit cock moved just slightly, and I was filled with warm joy.

      A long, slender blade dangled from the sizable curve of her hip and she carried a bag of various supplies for healing and buffs slung across her back. The weight of the equipment pulled on her breasts slightly higher the other. Support Class.

      “We need to be uber careful. This place is, like, crazy active,” she said as she readjusted the pack strap.

      “Just keep your dumbass ready to buff. And stop saying ‘uber’. You know I fuckin’ hate that word, don’t you?” He looked her up and down and cocked his head to the side. “I’m happy we don’t need these fuckin’ ass-hat breathers.” He dropped his helmet on the ground in front of her. “I’d be happier if you had known before we got off the goddamned ship. The extra weight don’t help nobody. So how ‘bout shuttin’ the fuck up?” He looked away and squinted into the dark, adding, “I don’t need that cunt mouth of yours for words of wisdom.”

      “Fine. Jeez.”

      “I swear, bitch, you fuck up again...click, click, boom.” He held a small white cylinder with a flashing green button on the top and shook it a bit in the air.

      That guy was a dick and I already wanted him dead. This might be easier than I thought.

      No. Just take them prisoner. BOTH of them. Focus.

      The guy stopped and looked down to see a fine line of dust shifting on the ground between his legs. The floor groaned and slammed inward, like two window shutters blown in by a gust of wind. He kicked off the floor and slammed his hand onto the ignition switch of his boost pack, shooting out at an angle from the hole. He flipped over, bracing himself against the push of the thrust. Dust flew off the wall and rock crumbled to the floor as his boots dug in. He stayed for a second, a spider stuck on the wall, waiting for something else to come crashing down on him. For the moment, he was safe, clinging to the stone.

      He let go of the wall and landed, dust billowing up around his feet. He bent over, grabbed at something, stood up, cocked his arm back, and let his fist fly. The wall next to the woman popped as she flinched, small shards of dirty rock dusting her green hair with light gray flecks.

      “What the fuck, Uzuri? Is your sensory equipment broken?”

      “Sorry, D. It’s just I--”

      “Ya know, I swear you fuckin’ move like you’re barefoot ‘n’ pregnant sometimes. You fuck up like that again and I’m not cleanin’ up the mess!” He produced the detonator again and shook it back and forth in her direction. “Click, click, boom! Remember?”

      The belief I had in the sanctity of life was beginning to wane. I swore to myself he wouldn’t get the chance to wave that shit at her again.

      “I’m sorry, D,” she said as she rubbed slowly on the black collar around her neck. “I was lookin’, honest I was. But there’s this bright blue light signature in the center of the dungeon and--”

      “Say what?” He boost jumped over to her, the musty air swirling in his wake. He thudded down in front of her. “Gimme that shit. There ain’t been no cores with a detectable visible light spectrum for a long ass time.”

      “Oh my God. If there’s a dungeon core in here, that’s so fucking hot. I’ve always wanted to ride, I mean, learn from an empath.”

      “What the fuck? Ew! The label didn’t say ‘Crazy Freaksaurus Rex’ on it when I bought you. Stay focused, ya ditzy bitch.”

      She swallowed against her instincts and her neck muscles quivered a bit. “Okay. But I’m just sayin’, since you bought me, I’m, like, the wettest I’ve been. We could go right now, right here.” She turned her knees in slightly and twisted her hips like someone had dropped a piece of ice down her pants.

      “Play time comes later. Let’s get outta here alive first. Fuckin’ nutjob.”

      She took a short breath, looked up, and focused in on her forearm display. “Okay. Even if there is a core here, doesn’t it first need a high enough level human soul for ignition?”

      “Yeah, it does. I heard about a guy dyin’ in some fucked up imperial ritual. Maybe that's got somethin’ to do with it. Can’t be sure though. It was a while ago.” He brushed off the forearm display and took another look. “Let’s just be extra careful.”

      I was ready with my next attack, but my vision blurred, and I lost track of them for a moment. All I could see was a river of blood, and some man face down in the dirt. His name escaped me, but his importance to me didn’t. Was he dead? How long had it been?

      “Well, fuck me runnin’.” D grabbed her by the ass cheek, leaned in for a kiss, jammed his tongue into her mouth, and pulled away, slurping the spit from his lips. “We just hit the fuckin’ motherlode. This is some imperial quality shit we got right here. Buff up my speed now. This isn’t gonna be easy.”

      “Yes, D.” She slid her fingers across the display on her forearm. Yellow glowing tendrils stretched out from her bag and wrapped around D, buffing his speed and awareness.

      D breathed in deep. “At least there’s one thing you do good, girl.”

      I felt the surge in energies and came back to my senses. Under her breath, I heard, “One of many, dick.”

      My body reacted instinctively to the enemy buffs and my hands stretched outward to mix with the stone. One spike jutted up through the ground right between the two, pushing Uzuri back onto her beautiful ass, while a second spike shot out at D. He was fast and pulled back, easily avoiding the attack. Grit and stone flew up from D’s feet as he slid across the ground. The wall behind him was already set as the second wall slid out in front of him, slamming into the hallway stonework. My reaction time was getting better. One down.

      I sank the floor down and formed a slope for Uzuri to slide down on. She went screaming down into the darkness and I closed the lid on her. I angled the slide so that she wouldn’t injure that perfect ass. She seemed way too happy about it. Whatever, two intruders dealt with in less than ten seconds. Not bad for my sophomore effort.

      I heard D’s muffled yelling from behind the stone. I just smiled and walked off to tend to Uzuri. I heard a high-pitched blip and a light thud. The wall exploded outward when I looked over my shoulder, the light of the arc-laser turning the smoke and ash dim red for a few seconds. He had my attention as I winced at the hit, but not as much as the first time I fought.

      He wiped the dust from his brow and hollered, “Well, holy fuckin’ shit. You’re alive and well, ain’cha?” He heaved back with the arc-laser, twisted the handle, and swung as he grunted, “Got somethin’ for ya.” The laser pick light grew to fill the hallway with its red glow. He buried it into the wall, twisted the handle again, and sent a wave of disintegrating stone and debris rippling through to the entrance of the dome.

      I reached for the wall closest to me, fire shooting down from my elbow to my hand. It was all I could do to not crush him flat and watch the life drain from his eyes. Focus.

      The voice whispered to me, “He is as committed to ripping you out of this dungeon as you are to stopping him from doing it. It is the way of things. He won’t stop coming. They never do.”

      D was instantly on top of the trap door Uzuri had fallen into, slamming his laser pick down into the floor. Stone erupted into the air, leaving a deep, smoke-filled crater, but no Uzuri. I had caged her and moved her directly outside the central room.

      He roared at me, “When I get to you, I’m gonna split that precious door of yours eagle fuckin’ wide and take what’s comin’ to me!” He yanked the arc-laser out of the ground and pointed out into the dark. “You fuckin’ hear ME!” Speeding off through the dark, he jetted through the hole he had blown open and crossed through to the next door into the third ring.

      I lashed out at him, spikes and walls flying. His beard moved in the wake of a hundred stone darts whizzing past. His buffs were more than enough to dodge me at this level. The assault suddenly stalled as my mind was taken from me again by the same memory.

      I could almost see the face of the man lying on the ground through the blood. Through the death. Somebody was with him. Who?

      Focus.

      The ravaged walls and ceiling of my last attack came back into view when he breached through another door.

      He already had his arc-laser buried into the wall of the fourth ring. As it broke under the push of the arc-laser, he thundered through to the final fifth level. I lurched forward, my hands and knees slamming into the ground.

      A wave of metal sounds drummed through my head. “He will take it from us,” it said. “Kill him. Kill him.” The chanting started, the Demon’s voice changing and rising in force. Other voices joined in, scattered at first, and then slowly aligned as one. “Kill, kill, kill.”

      The visions of the dead man came at me stronger and with more frequency. I couldn’t see anything in front of me, just the memory. I understood who was with him. The clothing different from now, but it was me. I felt violated from the inability to remember the face or name of my friend. My mind was compromised while the invasion of my body was taking place. The fog of the Demon clouded so much of my mind while the fucking intruder pushed deeper inside of me.

      “He comes for the room. Kill, kill, kill.”

      My concentration was failing me. The slow creep of death wished to take me with it a second time.

      “He comes for our treasure. Kill, kill, kill.”

      The intruder stood before the carbon steel door. He raised the laser pick in the air, twisted the handle, swung it back, and brought it down.

      Time slowed. The reflection of the arc-laser grew larger and brighter on the carbonized metal. The chanting faded. It was replaced by a singular and familiar voice. It said, “Be at ease…”

      I appeared in the center room while my senses and energies shot out in opposite directions and I occupied two places at once. Behind me, my spirit walking through the rune door, and in front of me, everything physically left of me bracing for the conflict at hand.

      I was through to the small sunken room in back and saw its contents. A diamond-shaped crystal, radiating light from a center table, bathing everything in white and blue. The crystal was embedded into a gold chain that lay on the bare chest of a dead man. I stood beside it, but the light from the crystal was concentrated around the man's head. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew this man.

      The great black door to the center room boomed and buckled under the weight of D’s hits. In my mind, I reached instinctively for the crystal. The dead man’s body heaved upward and slapped back down onto the stone slab. A vision of a ritual engulfed me then. The man lay in the air, looking up at me. His head was surrounded by an impenetrable light, but I could see his eyes. His wide-open eyes filled with such fear.

      D lifted the arc-laser and brought it down for a second time. It drew a fiery crescent moon in the air as it arced down towards the once mighty-looking door.

      Those eyes… it couldn’t be. I opened my mouth, and before I dared to breathe, the word lodged tight in my throat, he spoke.

      “Shifu…”

      “NOW!” the collective voices of the Demon screamed.

      As the bent and broken door ripped off its hinges, the vision faded, and I stood there, cloaked in steel and death. Wheeling on the intruder, I threw my rage at him in twisted metal and jagged spikes. The force blew the intruder’s body apart, spraying the hallway wall with quivering chunks of internal organs and painting everything else in a fine red mist.

      My two selves were whole again. The rune door stood closed to me once more and I sank down into the mana throne.

      “YES!” The Demon’s applause erupted once again. “Better than sex! You can trust me on that one, my hairy palmed monk master.”

      I felt fatigued, but not beyond my limits. I didn’t sit there gasping for air, I just sat there. No sweat to feel, no muscles burning, just a heavy, clouded feeling, like traveling deep into the night with no sleep. The pain was disconnected and happening all over my body at different points. To keep myself grounded, I translated the pain into sensations I was used to. My arm felt cut open from shoulder to elbow. My legs felt like two monks went to work on them with bamboo rods as I stood in a horse stance.

      I felt pain when my dungeon was broken. When my dungeon was whole, I felt nothing at all. The pain was precious proof that I was actually still alive. I learned to welcome it that day.

      I had a considerably harder time dealing with the existence of that room. Nothing in there felt concrete. Maybe the Demon had some insight it was willing to share.
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      It was the longest of shots. I was starting to get an idea of what personality my answer would come wrapped in. Talking with the Demon was less like talking to a human, and more like interacting with an animal. When I spoke to it, it always gave some response based on a limited set of behaviors. And there was no smooth flow from its mental states. It was supportive one moment then homicidally enraged the next. I figured I would get more of the latter with my next question.

      “What the hell is in that room? If I am going to be a part of this all the way, I need to know. It is important for you to not lie to me.”

      The Demon’s voice was smooth and comforting. “That’s easy. I’m in there. The crystal that all come to steal. There is the crystal and then there is nothing.”

      “But I saw a man in there. Who is he?”

      The Demon hesitated. “The crystal…uh…shows you what you need to see when you need to see it. Whatever you saw was something only you could see. The door is rune-protected for many reasons. One of them is to protect you from it. Nothing can survive in that room except the crystal. So stay out.”

      I sat there, considering what it said, but the clarity of the memories began to wash away under the healing light of the throne. Like they didn’t exist anymore, or hadn’t actually existed at all.

      Mana and life-force from the battle poured forth from the throne and skimmed the surface of my skin like a cool breeze after a long run. I sat back and tried to turn my thoughts to easier fare.

      I managed to stay conscious this time. That was a definite improvement. But that room...did it really help keep me safe? I swore I saw a man in there on a table. I struggled the longer I was in the chair to remember clearly. What was going on?

      A whisper at the very back of my mind was there and gone again in an instant, “Protect the crystal.”

      So be it.

      I took stock of the ruins of my dungeon. I wasn’t sure what kind of a dungeon core I was turning out to be, but I knew one thing; I was exposed. My entryway and most of the outer hallway looked like a demolitions practice site, and the doorway into my inner sanctum was blown to all kinds of hell. I had to repair.

      “Hey!” I shouted to the voice in my head. “I’m not too sure about a lot of this, but I know one thing; you were just as surprised as I was. I’m going to need more warning next time.”

      His contempt for me was completely unmasked. “Since there’s a never-ending supply of you shit-eaters and your gutless whining, it’s hard to keep up. All you need to know is more are coming. They always come. You need to get to an acceptable level or I’ll be lookin’ for another meat-sack to buddy up with.”

      “Maybe you are right. If I don’t do something about it, who will, right? Because I remember you doing nothing but begging me to kill the guy and clapping when I did it.”

      “The universe has its checks and balances. Expansive universe-altering power funneled through a rubbery sack of tired ideas and zero backbone. Can I clarify anything else for you?”

      Arguing with the black little imp in my head took more of a toll on me than any arc-laser could. The more important fact was that I had already killed two people. I was a monk, but it meant less and less the more I interacted with this dark presence. I was being reshaped in ways I mostly didn’t want. Mostly.

      My thoughts turned to Uzuri. I needed to make sure she was safe. I needed to sever the bond I had with this presence to do so. Nobody wants a third scroll turner.

      I was sure that the stronger I got, the less I would need it. I tried grounding myself, reaching deep into my mind to clear a path through the overgrowth of doubt and confusion. I tried to rend myself from it like an infected skin growth, oozing black and yellow pus as I dug. It hurt, but I felt I was making progress.

      “Oh, what’s this now? Trying to go solo?” The Demon caught on instantly. “No need to concentrate so hard. Here, let’s disconnect for a second. Tell me how it goes for you.”

      Immediately, I began sinking into the stone below. My connection to the dungeon was severed and I listed back and forth, melting into the inky depths of the void. I struggled for freedom like a fish gasping for air. Panic was crawling through my mind, about to overtake me. Then it stopped.

      The Demon’s voice was clear. So clear. “You and I have been set into an accord with each other. As such, staying together is as much my choice as it is yours. Except that, as you can see, you need me well fuckin’ more than I need you. So, the more time you spend bitching and navel gazing, the less time we have to prepare. Or, you can flap haplessly like a moth about a flame and…poof! No more dungeon, no more captured female, no more anything. Everything will be drained of life here and I’ll go dormant once more. It’ll be ‘Thanks For Nothing, Go Fuck Yourself’ Day again. I’ll be here, regardless of what happens to you, shit-eater. I always am.”

      The torches on the walls of the circular room gave off a small bit of dancing light to what was otherwise a lifeless gray tomb. I was made able to stand firm again on the chamber ground. My attempts at separation were fruitless but not pointless. Sometimes, to endure is to triumph.

      I set about trying to understand my situation a little better. Nothing new had appeared in the room since the last fight.

      I chanced a less abrasive question. “How did this chair get here?”

      “Your subconscious willed it to be here by using life-force to bring it into reality. If you survive to get your level up high enough, in here, we will be God.”

      “Subconscious?” That sounded convenient.

      A flash of green, and the status screen popped into view like a tiny beacon. “This chair appears to react to my needs. Is it the only thing here that does so?”

      “Yes, mostly. You should focus on repairs right now though. We are exposed, and you need to get a handle on your meta-physical manipulations. You were too slow, too many times.”

      “He was buffed. Like an unstoppable meteor of life ending death kind of buffed.”

      “Yes, he was, wasn’t he? But hey, first things first, yeah? Repair the fucking walls, okay?”

      I held out my hands and pushed my energies outward. Size and form were completely interchangeable to me now. I ran my fingertips across the heavy rubble and fallen stone and, as if it were clay on a game board, designed my dungeon.

      I remembered a part of my childhood. Labirin. I loved that game. I used to play it every day after evening meals and washing was finished. Alone in the candle light, I fashioned mazes to stump my friends, and even challenged some of the teachers at the monastery.

      The repairing commenced, but a shifting as well. Walls spinning and dancing hand in hand with floors and ceiling. The hallways filled with the music of rock grinding on earth and metal diving into wood. Traps and false doors dotted the second outer ring. I infused the ceilings with pockets of mana to instantly cave in under the concussive force of any arc-laser.

      I would not suffer the sting of that wretched tool again.

      “Not bad. That should stop most from entering you like a whore on her back with a fist full of gems. What’s next?” the Demon asked.

      “If you are so all-knowing, you tell me. That guy got this far because of bad planning. If we do not know who is coming, we are at a constant disadvantage. I wish I was not the only one doing anything about it.”

      The Demon just blew off the criticism. “Don’t ask me shit you already know the answer to. It’s just bad form. I ride. You walk. Remember?”

      “It was because he was buffed, right?”

      “Yes, that too. Of course, you might have a been a little bit more spry if you weren’t focused on that curvy whore’s tits.”

      It was right. Her bobbed green hair was so damn cute. Would I ever be able to feel those lips around my cock? Fuck, being horny was really distracting.

      “Please. Are you all the way blind? She was smoking hot. I guess it would not matter much to you since she was lacking of hooves and a damned tail.” Zing. Fight fire with fire.

      “There’s always room for improvement, I suppose. But it really doesn't matter because neither one of us has an actual cock to speak of. You’ll have to think outside of the box if you want fuck her instead of our parasite.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about? I feel my cock inside my pants right now!”

      “I don’t know what to tell ya. All the cores before you used summoned parasites to do the sex work. Sure, you can float around and manipulate stuff and get the girl off, but there is no pay off at the end for you. At least, I’ve never seen it.”

      I wasn’t about to continue the streak. “We will have to see about that then.”

      The Demon was anxious to get back on topic. “Anyway, what I’m talking about is the color of her buff tendrils. They were yellow…”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me? I think maybe you have more fetishes than you know of. Golden showers, maybe?” I was on a roll. Half the monks back at the monastery would be rolling right now, the other half I still had a hard time remembering.

      It continued. “There are more tendril color variations and buff combinations than I care to count. However, yellow is unique among them. It’s an extremely rare ability to have.”

      “If she is so good at buffing, we should keep her around. I could use the help and she could avoid the whole death thing.”

      “Yeah. No. Anywho, best just fuck her slit dry with something, get as much life-force as you can from her, and be done with it. Without that life-force for more dungeon building, I fear I’ll be taking new shit-eater applications after the next attack. So, spit spot, asshole.”

      A thousand walls destroyed with a single punch. That’s how much that fucking Demon got under my skin. I stood up from the mana chair; it still didn’t look like a throne to me. I ghosted out through the dungeon walls to Uzuri’s cell.
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      On the way, I wondered how I would actually do it. How in the fuck was I going to have sex as a ghost?

      “Any advice on how I am supposed to go through with this?”

      “I hate repeating myself. Every dungeon core I’ve ever known or heard of uses summoned minions or creatures to sexually extract the life-force from targeted hosts. You have the ability now, limited as your life-force is. Try summoning up some creatures to do the work for you. Bing bang boom.”

      The Demon’s plan was pure grade shaggy mountain goat shit. Whoever she was, her caliber of buff ability would be more helpful to me long term than however much life-force and mana she had. But would she be willing?

      “So, Demon, I’ll just see how it goes firsthand. Then I’ll do the whole ‘obey my command’ summon thing another time.”

      I was closing in on her cell when I felt iron shackles and chains bear down on my mind and lock it fast. Relieved of my abilities, I was left floating in the air.

      A language I did not understand boomed through the room, swirling and mixing with words I did. “If you pose a threat to our survival, I will cast you aside into the ether to spend eternity floating through the void. You will take the resources we need and I will show you how to do so. Shut up your incessant word hole and watch.”

      Tendrils of white life-force and mana tore out of my chest like stitching pulled through flesh and braided together as one, expanding outward into the floor. The stone broke apart like roots through dirt. Two faceless horned heads, gnarled uneven shoulders, and tree trunk arms, came pushing and twitching up through the chamber ground. Both of them had huge, twisted cocks.

      “These are simple examples of a parasite invocation. They are exceedingly good at acquiring resources for the development of dungeons. They will succeed where you would fail.”

      I tried to respond, but my voice had left me dangling from a cliff edge.

      “I will teach you how to do what must be done.” His grip tightened about me. “Come. Let us meet our guest.”

      My spirit was pulled through the walls of my body and downward to a solitary holding cell. I watched, helpless, from behind the Demon’s will while the scene unfolded before me.

      The parasites walked up to the unlit cell and began opening the door. Uzuri held a hand out against the wall and stood.

      She took a step toward the cell door. “Hello?”

      The parasites skittered into view. Their arms were long enough to touch the ground, even when standing upright. I could see that parasites got severely agitated before acquiring resources.

      Her face lit up as she clasped her hands in front of her ample breasts and let out a high-pitched love squeal. “Oh my God! I knew it! You guys are totally summoned creatures from another dimension, right?”

      I was in disbelief. She was a fucking dungeon core nerd.

      “Okay, you guys, listen. My biggest dream is riding a dungeon core ‘til I can’t figure out where I am anymore. But right under that is seeing what a summoned creature can do. But I’m not a freak, so I guess one at a time?”

      She wasn’t just a dungeon core nerd; she was a horny dungeon core nerd. I couldn’t fucking wait to meet this girl, but she was in danger. The Demon wouldn’t stop ramming her dry with the parasites until she was a lifeless husk.

      “I can feel your struggle, shit-eater. Fear not, for your kind is so easily subverted.”

      The parasites moved in unison towards her.

      She thrust a finger out and pointed at the ground. “I said one at a fucking time. So, back the fuck--”

      A low rolling purr sounded all around me as my hand was forced into the air. I had my mana stolen from me like honey from a hive.

      I was forced to send one of the parasites in with her.

      “As you can see, I am not a monster. One at a time it is. Do it the way they want, and you’ll pull their life-force out faster,” said the Demon.

      The parasite approached her as she lay back on the cot with her legs spread. The parasite bent down, and reached out a hand that formed into a penis-shaped knob. Inches from insertion, she sat up, and grabbed the arm of the parasite. White light ran from her hands along the wooden twisted arm, blowing it off at the shoulder joint.

      The parasite grabbed at her with its good arm, but she got a hand on it. Sliding under the bulky limb and off the bed, she anchored one foot into the ground and jammed the other one into the wooden head, snapping it clean off. It bounced on the ground and rolled back to my feet as the summoned broken sex toy fell to the ground in front of Uzuri in a rain of ash.

      “You are incredible,” I managed to say before the Demon clamped my mouth shut. I was forced across the floor to within a few feet of her. She was ready to fight anything. “Come on then, assholes. I’ll go all night,” she said, smiling.

      Then her tits perked up and she studied me for a second. “You look a bit out of place like that. Aren’t you the dungeon core?”

      My ghosted image struggled in the air for a second, but it was no use. I couldn’t free myself to move or speak.

      “Your crystal must have a hell of a grip on you. Look, all you need to do is--”

      “Bitch, heel,” said the Demon. There was a flash of light and she went rigid and silent.

      I watched as she lifted into the air, eyes pale white and her head thrown to the side. The crystal blue color of her eyes returned, but they had the look of a wild animal. She floated down and stepped out of the air, walking towards the remaining parasite. Its hands were slapping and scratching against the stone in anticipation of the feeding to come. She slid down to her knees, lowered herself down spread-eagle, leaned forward, and pawed at the floor.

      “See, the bitch is in heat. Now you will learn.” The Demon pushed all of my senses into the parasite. Her back arched as she crawled forward until she was at its feet. I felt her hands slide up its legs to the parasite’s exposed, twisted cock. Her lips flitted around the head while its hands grabbed a tuft of her gorgeous green hair, pulling it back to see her face before the parasite pushed her down onto its cock. She gagged, inhaled through her nose, grabbed onto the gnarled thighs, and pulled her face harder into its hips.

      What the fuck was I doing? I felt myself beginning to enjoy it. The Demon pushed deeper into my will, twisting and shaping it as he saw fit. The floodgates of my sexual desire were unleashed as her mana and life-force gushed over me. I had become the parasite.

      I stood behind her and ran my hands down her back, slipping around her soft, voluptuous hips. I lifted the perfect cherry up with both hands. She moved like she knew what I wanted and came to her feet, bent into a perfect “L”-shape. I kneeled down, my face hovering inches from her glistening, almond-shaped wonder. I had no tongue or mouth to indulge myself as much as I wished, so I pushed my smooth nose ridge into the opening and slid it up and down, from clit to asshole.

      I felt nothing.

      The room began to glow green, mist rising from the heat of the entangled embrace. The more her energies poured into me, the deeper I drank.

      “Good. Yes, just like that,” the Demon said, admiring his work. “Take every last drop you can. We will leave the husk here so you can visit your biggest fan anytime you wish.”

      I knew what would happen if I continued, but I couldn’t stop. I could feel my will crushed under the force of the Demon.

      But even in the midst of the orgy, the energies being exchanged fluttered at my fingertips. I was gaining strength as she lost it. I understood the situation a little better than the Demon assumed. The Demon’s hold on me wasn’t as absolute as it had seemed.

      I took a chance and felt about a bit with my mind. A small part of me was free to move, so I bifurcated my consciousness, leaving enough of myself in the invocate to keep the Demon unaware.

      I began re-channeling Uzuri’s energies to stack on my own. Then I poured it into my will, unweaving and pushing the Demon’s energy out of me. The twisted body of the parasite began to shudder. Small slits of white light began cracking through its husk. It stood erect for a moment, neck cracked from ear to ear, then it all showered down to the ground in a rain of hissing ash.

      Uzuri fell unconscious to the floor.

      “Impressive,” it seethed. “You saved her life. Congratulations. But all of that heroic energy manipulation was all for naught. Look.”

      I saw her eyes sunk into her head and her chest barely moving, covered in sweat. Her skin was ghost white and there was no lightness in her slumped body; only the weight of death.

      The Demon continued. “You should know well enough that she’s past the point of surviving. The only thing you’ve done is allow her to suffer the shutting down of her body until the end.”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      “You are ever the shitty romantic, aren’t you? I have to admit, your control over the sacred energies is something of a wonder to me. To exhibit the power to undermine my control at such a low level, well, it’s fucking infuriating. Go ahead and try, if you must.”

      I could see the light of her spirit dimming as her life slipped away. In the blink of an eye, I saw a part of my monk training. One second, a fish lay dead on a cutting board. The next, my hands pulled away from it flapping on the table, warm to the touch.

      “Do you know how to save someone on the verge of death from a catastrophic loss of energies?”

      “Hasten it the fuck on and spare them the pain of a conscious death,” it spat back. “There is no other way. You meat-bags expend energy quite well, which is why our relationship is such a good one. Your mana replenishes over time. Your life-force does not. To save this one here is impossible. Take the last drink and be done with it.”

      I hated that her energy swelled within me, but it granted me many things. My energies were like a placid lake, deep and full of strength. But I had thought that before. So, instead of lashing out at the demon, I used the chance it offered me.

      “As a monk, buffing is at the core of our energy manipulation practice. Mana is manipulated to enhance our abilities, but also to heal.” I took a deep, calming breath, reached out to her, and traveled through the pathways of her spirit energy lines. Blue tendrils of energy sank into her body as I aligned our souls. After replacing about half of the life-force taken from her, color came back into her face and she lifted her head off the ground. “You’re safe now,” I whispered, and left her to sleep.

      “How is this possible?” the Demon asked.

      “Your weakness is that you function to survive at the expense of all. Life-force cannot be replenished, but it can be transferred, at the expense of the giver. I thought you to be nearly all-knowing. I have proven there is a third way to harvest life-force. Sex that does not require death. We have more options now than we did before. More options mean a better chance of survival. If you cannot see that, then maybe you are the real reason all the cores before me died.”

      “Watch yourself, shit-eater. The usefulness of this relationship is not limitless.” Then it paused. It always paused. It loved its dramatic pauses. “At least you came away with enough life-force to level up. You’re lucky I don’t have you neck deep in stone right now.”

      It appeared I managed a small victory against the Demon. It was powerful, and its ability to control me was still overwhelming, but for the first time since coming into this existence, I had reached the summit of some great mountain. I promised myself that would be the first of many.
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      The gray of the long, bending corridors passed by me as the flickering of the shadows from torchlight danced in unison. The scene continued, unbroken, into my chamber where it coalesced to form my throne. Behind it, at the heart of the dungeon’s fire-lit stone, was the rune door, glowing a steady verdant.

      I sat down and brought up the status screen to see what could be brought to bear for the next fight. The Demon never really shut up, but had made no mention of Uzuri and how I broke from its grip of control. A thin line of silver in the midst of dark weather.

      “I’ll need some time to fortify and summon, so if you do not mind.”

      “Just make sure you don’t summon something that hugs every fucking thing it sees and sings lullabies to its enemies. I swear, how a shit-eating nobody like you could have achieved such energy mastery. It boggles the mind.” Its voice continued to hover just above an army of others, neither supported nor hindered by them.

      I wondered where they came from. Slipped from the arc of reincarnation, they must have been somebody. I could imagine the thousands that had met their death at the translucent hand of a dungeon core. Eternal pain, fear, anger, and regret screaming behind the heavy hand of this Demon.

      The voices went silent for just a moment. “Maybe you weren’t such a shit monk after all. Get to work.”

      A small wave of pale green light followed my hand and the status screen rippled to life.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: B (Mana/Life-force capacity: x2) (Mana Throne Recovery: UP 30%)

      Dungeon: Level 5

      NEW SKILLS: Interior 1, Exterior 1, Projectiles, Intermediate Environmental Stability

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment,

      SUMMON RANK: Neophyte

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender

      STATUS -End-

      

      I set about fortifying and redesigning the dome. The environment was breathable now outside the dome, and I could sense much with a high degree of clarity. There appeared to be other domes around mine. If I could interconnect them, I could create a hell of a maze. Then I remembered how useful walls had been against the arc-laser of the Architect class. They weren’t.

      I heavily infused the area around the entrance to my chamber with a nasty mix of mana and life-force. An insurance policy that cost me, but one that was sure to take the head off anything that dared attempt a breach of my sanctum.

      Next, I set about thickening the walls of my dungeon. I tightened my grip on the mana throne and reached out into the earth to find the stone necessary for fortifications.

      “Don’t waste your time. Not every intruder is going to be an Architect class. If you over-specialize to deal with one type, you’ll be weakened in dealing with the others. Just fix the walls and practice your summoning.”

      The grind of the Demon’s voice always threatened to dull the sharpness of my mind. But in this instance, it was right.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      With the heavy lifting of reinforcing my chamber done, and the blown out holes in the hallways repaired, I turned to summoning. Having my hand forced against Uzuri by that fucking Demon showed me the basics of the idea. I had to weave life-force into some object or material substance then fuel the process and level off the creation with mana.

      Parasites were merely for resource gathering, so I decided to forgo the energy expenditure until they were needed. I lay to bear the remainder of my energies on summoning my first Defender. I focused on stone and sent my energies out to work on it. Just as before, the tendrils were white, however, they were much brighter this time. The stone wall rippled like water and my creation stepped forward.

      It was well-proportioned, broad-shouldered, and thick-legged. The face was non-offensive and looked almost friendly. There was no mouth, but it had a prominent brow ridge which sat over one thin indented slit for an eye. I infused it with an engine of mana and it hummed to life, the eye slit glowing a pale blue like a distant star flickering in the infinite depths of a night sky.

      Seeing it standing there, I understood the reason for the deformed creatures I was forced to summon before. A summoned invocate’s appearance must be influenced by the source of invocation, namely that fucking Demon. Which meant that it had ability of its own to weave energies but maybe required a host to use them.

      “Bloody well done. I didn’t need to help you very much this time. This one should be extra nasty.”

      That explained the brighter white tendrils. The Demon was still enhancing my summoning ability.

      It grumbled and muttered a bit, then begrudgingly said, “Not bad for your first go at it though.” It was clearly checking my craftsmanship. “Luckily, it is born of both our wills. I swear it would be nothing more than a glorified doorman otherwise. Case in point, its face. You fucked up on its face. Why does it look so damn peaceful? Make it scary or ugly or something. Any additional psychological stress you can cause an enemy will add to our advantage.” Before I could respond, it added, “It looks pretty slow too.”

      “Thanks, I think. It looks slow by design. It is meant to draw mana from the dungeon floor to self-buff, depending on what is called for.” I swear I sounded like I had been in battle before a hundred times, but my thoughts started to drift toward something in the background. I think I…

      Another vision came to me. I fought at the head of a group of warriors. A dragon was emblazoned across my chest. The man whose name I couldn’t remember was beside me. We fought as one; foes fell before our feet like so many drops during a storm. I stood over the last of them as he came to high five me. I saw his face behind blonde hair for a brief second before the Demon’s voice shut the lights off on the scene.

      “Well, fine. As long as it crushes whoever or whatever comes through that entryway. So, you’re only making one?”

      I was still half lost in the memory of the vision. He still felt so near. I was sure of it. I sensed a deep well of memory somewhere close by. But what I sensed was in the shape of the crystal, not a man. I wanted to take another shot at that damned rune door. Just grab the handle and rip it off its hinges.

      “Hey! I’m fuckin’ talking to you! You have work to do. Focus. We need more than one Defender.”

      I shook my head and carried on. “Yeah, I am on it.”

      I summoned five in all, enough to protect the entryway from a frontal assault, though I wasn’t sure yet whether or not I could control all five at once.

      After the Defenders, there were the traps in the second corridor and my massive mana infusion above the chamber door. I didn’t know what terrors would befall my dungeon next, but for the time being, this would have to suffice

      I stayed on the mana throne for a bit to stack for the next fight, when the Demon spoke. “My communicative link with you will go dormant for a little while. It doesn’t mean I can’t throw you into the void if I wish it. I will be back momentarily.”

      “What? You can leave? You mean, we won’t be able to talk to each other?” Pure joy washed over my face, cool and sweet. “Take your time.”

      “You are becoming strong enough now that I need less of my own energies to keep you on this dimensional plain. That’s good, believe it or not, because it frees me up to tend to myself in crystal form.”

      “Okay, is this some kind of test? Because the crystal is just back there, through that rune door, but you are in my mind.”

      “Shit-eater. You have only just recently gained the ability to manipulate the physical and meta-physical energies of the universe, but you do so while existing on THIS plain in THIS dimension. I exist in all plains and all dimensions at once, so my manipulation of the same energies requires an infinitely higher level of skill and focus. I’m everywhere but focused more in some areas than others.”

      Half of what it said I understood, and the other half I doubted. There was actually truth in what it said though. That was noteworthy.

      “If you were not such a horrible asshole all of the time, I might want to hear more about it.”

      I must have tried to be too personal, because the Demon’s voice thundered out and pierced my eardrums. “If you leave this dungeon, you will die and I will find you in the void thereafter and make you suffer for eternity. We are linked in more ways than you know. Save your small talk for smaller minds.”

      The voice went quiet and I felt a change in the flow of my life-force. I felt lighter, freer than I had. The Demon had left, but with it, the edge to my powers dulled. Linked we were indeed.

      There would never be a better time to ask Uzuri for her help. I stood from the mana throne and made my way to her.

      She was the first person I tried to talk to since becoming a dungeon core. Just the act of going to meet someone filled me with memories of my brothers at the monastery and human connection.

      It was the beginning of winter, and the steps up to the training grounds were dusted in a light covering of snow. A fight had broken out between a few of us at school and we were to come here for our next lesson. There were ten of us, and we wore nothing.

      My shifu had said, “Understand you are nothing but the connections you nurture. Put your squabbles aside and learn to benefit from one another, or walk alone and freeze. That will be the story of you.” Each one of us went through the reasons for not dying and eventually banded together to survive the night.

      I thought of the Demon.
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      The torchlight poured over each stone along my path, covering me in a soft, warm light. This ambiance would do nicely for our first real meeting. The holding chamber lay just at the end of the hallway.

      The door to the cell was rusted, and the years were written into its brown-red bars. A single torch lit the room from one side. She lay against the other on the floor. The cot was kicked over on its side in the middle of the floor.

      I waited in the dark. She was so beautiful. The last time she saw me, I was hung in the air like a dead chicken. I tried to sound strong and called out to her, “Uzuri. That is your name, is it not?”

      She turned an eye to me, yawned, and rolled back over.

      “Has the crystal sent you again?”

      “This time, I come here on my accord and--”

      “Your accord is with the crystal, isn’t it?”

      Maybe I needed a bigger, more commanding voice.

      “Circumstances dictated a course of action I would not have taken had the choice been mine.”

      She took a closer look as I came into the light. “Do you always talk like that?”

      My voice boomed off the stone wall of the cell. “What do you mean?”

      She yawned again and I gave up at that point. “I mean, no. Sorry about that. I came to see if you are okay.”

      She sat up and looked at me this time. “I’ve been better. This room is uber shitty. Of course, that would be, like, all your fault, wouldn’t it, dungeon core? I’ve read about your kind, so I know. You are probably just here to do a quick resource check. That is why you came, isn’t it?”

      “I am sorry for before. Really. I came to check on you because you tried to help me. I will not forget that.”

      “Wait. Why are you floating around without a leash this time?”

      She knew about the crystal and could sense changes in the presence of the Demon.

      “If you really mean what you say, tell me why,” she said, looking at me with those big, beautiful green eyes. When she blinked, it was like the light of the world disappeared for a brief instant. I would do anything for this woman.

      I told her the basics up to that point. She listened without saying a word. When I was finally done, she lay back down on the floor and stretched out.

      “Crystals are crazy powerful entities. It’s no surprise it basically had total control over you from the beginning. But it’s left you and hasn’t tied you down in any way. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that you’re only a B rank core, but you are able to stay on this dimensional plane with your own power. That in itself is impressive.”

      I started to feel pretty good about myself for a second.

      “Or maybe it’s just the connection between this moon and dungeon cores. I’m not sure. The writings are pretty all over the place, to be honest.”

      That was a fast second.

      “You didn’t mention your name though.”

      “To be honest, I do not remember it.”

      “I’m not trying to make you feel shitty about it or anything. You not knowing is normal. I only read of one dungeon core that was able to remember their name.”

      “What happens if I remember my name?”

      “Well, I’m not totally sure, but what I read said the dungeon core took full control of its crystal and became, like, uber powerful.” She hugged herself and rubbed the goosebumps down on her arms. “And totally fucking frightening. There are very few now not under its control.”

      “How do you know so much about this stuff?”

      “I’ve studied. From the capital archives to less official lexicons. Pretty much, like, the whole gamut. I wanted to find a way to rid the galaxy of that especially deviant dungeon core. Don’t get me wrong, I can’t think of a single thing that holds my interest and passion more than a dungeon core. The melding of body, soul, energies, and a physical piece of the origins of the universe; it’s fucking incredible. I mean, just look at you. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Her stare held me fast while the rise and fall of her chest quickened considerably. Her eyes went wide as dinner plates and she sat back up.

      “I can help you!” she spat out at me, jumping up from the floor and walking over to me.

      “Are you sure? You do not even know if you can trust me. And I do not know if I can protect you when the Demon returns.”

      She was right in front of me, pressing her face into the bars of the door. “If you broke from his control once, you can do it again. Let me study you. I want to know everything about you and your development. I want to see how you can touch and feel and use life-force to level up.” She pulled back from the cell door, red stripes running up and down her pink cheeks. “For science, of course. Help me so I can help everybody, and I’ll tell you all I know.”

      She stood there with her hand out, waiting for me to shake on it.

      I sent a single tendril of light into the floor and a hand-shaped piece of stone lifted upward and took her hand. She tried to shake it but couldn’t.

      “Sorry, my manipulation isn’t that precise yet, so just ignore the hand. I agree.”

      She had to pull a little to retract her hand. She looked around and said, “Can you do something about this room?”

      “I will get right on it.”

      “The stories were pretty accurate. About a male core, I mean.”

      “What?”

      “Just come in here. I want to start my first experiment before another raid starts. The room can wait a little longer.”

      Her curiosity had clearly been stuck up and left on some tall, lonely peak for a long time. I entered and she took such a big step towards me so that she was almost inside me. Her hand slipped up to the front of her shirt, grabbing the zipper, and pulling it right down to the bottom of her perfect breasts.

      If I wasn’t a spectral form, I would have been sweating my ass off. I loved her directness and I was desperate for her to not find out how desperate I was for her.

      “What is it that you want?” I asked.

      “I have to be honest. I’ve been a slave all my life, so I’m very straight-forward with what I want to say when I can speak my mind. I don’t know when I’m going to die, and being here in this dungeon makes me even less sure I’ll survive ‘til tomorrow, even if you say you’ll protect me.” She took a deep breath in as the zipper clicked down under the pressure of her expanding chest. “Am I free to speak my mind?”

      “Yes, please. Of course.”

      “I’ve always been curious about the mechanics of a dungeon core mind-fucking people, both willing and un. Can you help me?”

      I hadn’t answered yet when she pulled outward on her shirt, lowered her shoulders one by one, and slipped out of her shirt. Her tits didn’t drop an inch. “Okay, let’s begin.”

      “I am new at this, just to warn you.”

      “I’ll tell you if I don’t like what you’re doing, so stop worrying. Anyways, this is for science and science is messy. Let’s go.”

      I had no physical form outside of my summoned invocates and the dungeon to do anything sexually pleasing with. The only thing I could try was entering her consciousness and guiding her through what I wanted to do with my own hands. Closing my eyes, I focused outward, and began the empathic link. Her mind opened to me like a crowd before a rock star walking on stage.

      “You’re controlling me now?” she asked.

      -Yes. I am inside of you.-

      “I can't feel anything.”

      -Isn't that something a woman's not supposed to say to a man when he says he's inside her?-

      She chuckled. “You know what I mean.”

      My words became her thoughts and actions. Her tight-fitting pants came off and she was left topless, wearing a dark red lace thong. Crawling onto the bed, her curved cherry ass pointed up in the air, like a hungry beast, wet at the mouth. She kept her ass where it was and put her face on the bed, reaching between her thighs and spreading them. One hand went over her ass and pulled one cheek to the side while the other hand rubbed one finger up and down over her damp panties. She pushed in a little and the finger came away glossy and smooth, a small droplet stretching out and breaking as her hand wiped it down the inner part of her thigh.

      “Let me touch it,” she moaned through the bed mattress. “For science.”

      I let her.

      Her hand slid under the lace, over her smooth hip curve, and across her clit. She swirled it around between two fingers then slipped her hand past her aching pussy to her asshole to make everything equally moist. Her hand was back to her clit instantly. I kept her middle finger perched on the cliff of her swollen clit, dancing with danger as it slipped off the edge and was dragged back over it.

      Her thighs began to quiver, making me push harder and faster. She pulled the lace panties over the curve of her ass and slid them down to her knees. I pushed her over on her side and spread her legs out, one hanging off the bed and the other pushed up against the wall. A flawless, shining gateway to a world of hidden cave-hunting bliss.

      Her inner thighs were wet and trembling. I could see her taint bulging rhythmically in and out. I could not touch her body but I could sense the warmth coming from her swollen pussy. It was open and dripping wet.

      -Are you cumming? -

      “I think I am, but it hasn't stopped since you made me reach under my lace. Is it supposed to happen so many times?”

      -I do not know, but I like it-

      “Then don’t stop.”

      -Tell me when you cum. I want to hear it-

      “Okay, but it’s hard…” She trembled and let out a long, low, shaky breath. “I’m cumming. I’m cumming. Fuck, it’s not stopping…” She clamped her legs shut and curled into a ball, clutching and shivering with one hand outstretched on the bed.

      -Do you want me to stop?-

      “Please don’t. Don’t stop. Oh my ga…”

      It was so easy after that. I moved a hand over her rigid pink nipples, and she came. I pushed two fingers inside of her, curled them in slow and firm over and over again, then sped it up, and she came. I wiped her fingers around her mouth and she plunged them in and came.

      Sounds of sweaty play, squishing and squirting on the bed covers, echoed off the stone walls. I wanted to do this all day, but I knew there was a limit to how much she could handle before her life was in danger.

      To my surprise, the mana tendrils flowing from her to me were not black, but white. The un-darkened mana, which I had never read about or seen before, was intertwined with an opaque light.

      When we finished, the wet marks on the sheets stopped growing outward, her soaked panties lay cast off onto the floor, and I admired my work. Not bad for my first time, though I would have preferred to fuck her with my own cock.

      I should have been much more interested in her life-force remaining un-accosted, but I had just had sex for the first time in my lives. My priorities were clear.

      “I…didn’t know I could do that,” she said, forearm over her face, chest rising and falling, glistening stomach moving in kind. The rest of her lay still twitching on the bed, but slower now.

      Her breathy voice skipped up and down slightly while she asked, “Do you think me shaking like this is strange?”

      “No. I love it. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. Making you forget who you are, where you are, why you are. The only thing you can think of in the world is how you feel right then and there, and that it is me doing it to you.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      I hadn’t been able to remember that. I wasn’t sure whether it was the Demon’s influence keeping my memories at bay, or if it was the whole dying then coming back to life rollercoaster ride. Maybe having pseudo sex for the first time loosened everything up, because my name was as clear to me as my feelings for her.

      “My name is Daw.”

      “Daw? Nice name. You’re one step closer to being free.” She took one big steadying breath and sighed out. “I love science.”

      I had remembered my name. I was expecting to be filled with world-crushing power, but nothing was different. I was still just a whorey wraith, billowing in the wind. I wondered what the Demon would think about it.
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      Uzuri lay staring up at the gray stone ceiling.

      “I think we need to talk about something,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “We have to do something about that cock of yours. If you had fucked me right when I curled up on the bed, I think I might have married you on the spot.”

      Fuck. I liked being a sexual demigod, but not having a cock definitely forced me to keep it all in perspective.

      She rolled onto her side and looked at me. She needed the hug I couldn’t give her. Her hand ran over the blinking black collar around her neck.

      “Do you know what this is?” she asked.

      “No, but if you cannot take it off, it cannot be good.”

      She flung her hair back out of her eyes. God, she was beautiful. “It’s not much different from this cell you’ve put me in, just another shitty form of control.” She touched it only for a second, leaning her head back so I could get a good look at it. Her neck was long and milky white. “It’s a tracker that ensures my value holds for the lifetime of my purchase. Basically, my head blows off if I try to run, or take it off, or not do what I’m told when I’m told to do it. It’s not a quick death, either. There wouldn’t be half as many slaves around if a quick death was the only choice between this kind of life and freedom. No. It works slowly, increasing and trapping the blood flow to the brain while pressurizing and heating it. This allows the owner the time to savor the termination of the agreement. Slow-cooked freakish misery, then, POP! I’ve heard it takes hours.”

      In the length of one breath, I reached into the prison around her neck, found the detonation mechanism, and undid the chemistry of the explosive I found there. The blinking of her collar light stopped. “Go ahead, take it off. See how it feels.”

      She said nothing. Fear and wonder had an equal grip on her will. She slowly reached up, stopping, then feeling around the back of the collar to the release mechanism. A lifetime of stolen choices raged against the cracking dam. Closing her eyes, she unlatched the collar, and slowly removed it from her neck. She held it for a brief moment, then without even a glance down, threw it to the floor. Trembling, her hands ran across her bare neck, unobstructed for the first time. With fingers over her mouth, joy came spilling out of her.

      “Thank you,” she managed to say.

      I left her to rest and returned to my chamber. The Demon hadn’t come back yet from his deep crystal dive or whatever the fuck he was doing, so I took stock of my current sexual accomplishments.

      I learned the powers of heaven and earth are unlocked at the clit. Which angle to take, what pressures to apply, how many fingers to use; the possibilities for pleasure lay like so many adventures across an uncharted sea. If I became powerful enough, I could simultaneously touch every clit in the galaxy and bring about a new age of peace and prosperity forever. “The End.”

      Dungeon core empath goals.

      My thoughts were so helplessly engrossed in the power of the clit God named “Clit Master Daw”, that I almost missed the medium-class cruise ship hovering above the gorge crevice.

      Five booms in succession followed by five ground-cracking thuds as drop pods shot down from space. They plowed down into the atmosphere, beautiful signs of life, their outer shells a mixture of amateur art. Rope-tongued lizards, big-tittied mermaids, black hand-prints over the viewing windows, and every color of random paint stroke and blotch imaginable. But one repeated design on tattered cloth flags anchored the lot together; the all-seeing zombie head, half cloaked in sagging green flesh, the other bleach white bone, in front of a solar eclipse backdrop. Then, the only part that was really meant to catch attention; the cavernous, dead eye sockets that knew you were there. Fucking space pirates.

      The pods landed so close that I knew what I was up against before the first door pissed out steam and lowered softly to the valley floor. They knew exactly where they were going.

      I waited, feeling my pulse beat through the dungeon, anticipation flooding its tunnels as they would attempt to penetrate me like that first duo did, to enter me unwelcomed.

      One of the pods opened to reveal the tallest of the lot. A brunette, with long full-bodied locks down to her mid-back and a disproportionately wide ass. Her exposed midriff I could probably wrap my hands around. The perky little handfuls on her chest like sun-touched oranges, ripe and ready for market.

      “This dungeon is active. Kaland went in here and didn’t make it out. I want the crystal that drives this evil machine. I want to rip this dungeon’s core out and piss on it before we sell it and retire. You ladies have any problems with the plan?”

      The other four looked to each other and the one sporting two of those fucking arc-lasers answered. “Hell no, Rachel. Let’s raze this bitch to the ground!” They turned for the entrance way.

      I moved the five summoned Defenders into a delta V formation halfway between the first corridor wall and the entrance. They had just begun pulling mana from the dome floor when the entrance way slowly brightened to a warm orange then exploded inward.

      The pirates were instantly through the smoldering hole that was once my newly designed entrance way. It even had a place to take off your shoes. Fucking mannerless assholes.

      A cold wind blew the dust and smoke across the ground, obscuring the forms that stood ready to end me. As the air cleared, five warriors, five different measurements, looked out over the rubble like a pride of lionesses. I lost myself in the image of a room with all five of them crawling over each other on a bed, legs and arms entangled. It was a quintet masterpiece. I took a moment to re-focus and analyze the challenge before me.

      Three Hunter types were in a reverse delta V-wing; two low-level Hunters in front, one mid-level behind them. All three, lean and low to the ground, had their edged weapons drawn and infused with mana before the smoke cleared. Straight-forward attack patterns, with pack pincer ability. I would have to keep them in front of the Defenders.

      Off to the side was the Architect type with her arc-lasers. The only thing worse than an Architect was a pirate Architect. She had a craftsman's body, short and stout, but not weighed down with very much equipment. I didn’t want to see her swing those picks from a sure-footed stance. I had to keep her off balance.

      Then there was Rachel. Positioned behind everyone, her display screen gave her class away—buff support. Her eyes were like meteors burning up in the atmosphere, streaked with a velocity of purpose that seared her unwavering trajectory into the fucking sky. I liked her.

      Rachel must have been buffing them before jumping through the smoke of the explosion, because they took off like a gunshot. The Architect was fast as well, though not buffed for speed; she jetted out in an arc along the side of the Defenders. She was too far out to use the arc-lasers so I focused in on the three Hunters, confident my updated trap network could handle her.

      Seeing as how this was my first battle controlling invocates, I started slow. The closest Defender at the point of the Delta V hummed and rocketed straight out into the three Hunters, catching them off guard. The mid-level one grabbed at both low-level women and yanked them to the side, just clearing the attack and falling to the ground. But one of the low-level Hunters was knocked off her feet and thrown through the air, slamming into the wall and thudding to the floor. Blood-soaked hair hung limp over the lacerations in her face, but she was still alive.

      I was a lot better at this than I thought. One down, four to go.

      The broken entrance way was aglow with blue and yellow mana tendrils as Rachel tried to mitigate the damage and steer the situation away from my advantage. The remaining two looked over at their unconscious comrade when Rachel said, “She should be dead, but she isn’t. It’s just trying to capture us so wipe the distressed princess looks of your faces and stack that fucking mana now!”

      Rachel knew her shit.

      The fighters reset their feet, weapons pointed outward, setting the air ablaze as they wove unfocused but substantial amounts of mana into them. My Defender hummed again and braced for a second engagement.

      The more Rachel took command, the hotter she got. I was totally getting off fighting these bitches that were here for blood. Without the Demon present, I felt like I was reaching my stride in the middle of a good run. The window to show mercy wouldn’t stay open forever though. Before I used too much mana, I had to--.

      “Now!” Rachel yelled.

      The Architect slid in behind my Defender, jamming the arc-laser into the floor, heaving the ground upwards, and launching it into the air. Through glowing red clouds of smoke, the two fighters met the invocate in mid-air, mana blades burying deep into its chest, light erupting through its back, and shattered rock showering down. They kicked and launched off the broken stone husk, hitting the ground on their feet, and sliding back to a safe distance. My Defender crashed to the ground with a blasted out hole where its mana engine used to be.

      The intensity of the pain I felt when an intruder broke a wall or caved in some flooring was nothing compared to an invocate being destroyed. My right arm ached like someone had wailed on it with a sledge-hammer.

      An invocate is only as good as its designer can make it. They were controlled by me, but had to weather the realities of physical and strategic limitations themselves. That stocky bitch knew my Defender’s blind spot.

      My hand squeezed down on the only thing I was capable of feeling: the mana throne. I wanted to smash these pirate bitches into the wall and watch them slide down it, unconscious, so I could take my time and see what they looked like under all that gear.

      What the hell? I needed to calm down and focus. This needed to be handled and done with before the Demon got back.

      Just focus.

      “What’s all this now?” The disconnected voice hissed in over my thoughts. “You seem to have a bit of a problem on your hands, shit-eater.” I could almost see the pleasure washing over its face, if it had a fucking face. “You’ve lost one Defender already and nobody’s dead yet? Here,” it said as I was shoved back into the wall. “Let me help.”

      I struggled against the grip of the Demon, but it was useless. I felt my powers shift focus; all four remaining Defenders hummed in unison.

      “You’ve got to put some fear into them before the capture. It sweetens their mana and life-force like a fine, aged wine.”

      The Demon wrapped his will around my anger and pulled it to the forefront of my mind, unleashing a tsunami wave of mana that consumed everything it reached. There were no explosions of speed and power, just the thrum of the mana engines, then silence.

      The Architect looked back to Rachel with a smile and said, “Look! They disappeared! I think we…” Her upper body detached and lifted off from her hips, blood streaking the sky in an arc as it hit the dome ceiling and splattered back down to the floor, gushing crimson into the cracks between the stone. Her eyes momentarily locked to the left, straight at Rachel, and then slowly rolled up into her head. Her jaw was left agape and filled with her last words. A pair of legs was left crossed over one another several feet from the torso, one of them refusing to give up the fight as it jerked and scratched against the grit-covered ground a few times before stopping.

      Her life-force shuddered and came screaming into me as I drank of her strength, turning my stomach enough to make me retch.

      “Drink it down good now,” the Demon seethed, “cuz there’s more on the way.”

      The two Hunters were next. They waited, eyes darting left and right, sweat running down their faces, hair disheveled, dust covering their clothes. The mid-level Hunter looked straight ahead and put a reassuring hand on the lower level’s shoulder and said, “No matter how bad a situation gets, you must never let the fucking assholes who are--”

      The lower level fighter stood like a skinny, leafless tree on top of a hill during a damp full moon night, the nurturing clouds coating her from top to bottom in a fine red mist. Her friend was replaced by a huge gray mass, hot from its expansion of mana. She was alive just long enough to see a second gray mass out of the corner of her eye. Its huge trunk arm came slicing down from overhead, jamming her into the ground like a railroad spike. Her head hung slack into her motionless chest cavity.

      My dungeon was an airtight fish bowl of blood and death while I stood, anchored in the middle of it to a wall, watching it happen inside of me, and benefiting from it all. My levels rose higher, my abilities bloomed, and my sense of self was fading like a small fire in a sudden downpour.

      The Demon’s voice was so large in my mind, so overpowering, that our voices were one and I spoke the words myself. “I think…” Steam and drool seeped from my mouth. “…our captive is getting lonely, but not too lonely. Let’s keep just the little fighter. We don’t have one of those yet.” I could feel the Demon’s presence nearly collapse my chest while our voices trailed off into a deep in-human growl. “Rachel…”

      Inside of me, something snapped and lengthened, like my limbs were being grown at a rate my body couldn’t handle. The pain is nothing more than the onset of greater strength. Strength that I possessed, but was simply unaware of while in the midst of the pain. I reached out past that pain to see poor Rachel’s face as the Defender was nearly upon her.

      Rachel slammed her arms down on her chest as blue and yellow tendrils of healing and buffing whipped violently out of and around her. She meant to endure the hit with a massive defense buff combined with healing already in progress.

      “Ah,” the Demon mocked, “this one fights to the end. She will be the sweetest of the group, my little meat-pouch. Bon appétit.”

      I heaved back, pulling one of my arms free from the wall, and reached out, clenching my fist. “Rachel!” I yelled out.

      I sent stone spikes flying up from the floor into the Defenders, but they just crumbled against the mana-reinforced bodies. My summoning of them must have made their base element stronger somehow. All I had was stone at my fingertips.

      I panicked, wishing for anything good to happen. Then a memory swung into view; the man from my visions stood in front of me, with a book open in his hand. He read to me, “The only good there is in the world is the good we fight to make, Shifu.”

      The darkness melted away and I awoke in a field of golden grain, cool wind blowing through my flowing white robes. I was amongst the mountains I spent my life training in. My body was freed from the dark grip of the Demon, and for an instant, there was nothing in front of me but possibility. I brought my fists in on top of each other like I was holding some famed Lost Sword of Truth, rotated my knuckles outward, and thrust my energies into the dungeon’s foundations.

      The Defender pulled back one giant arm in front of Rachel to hammer her life into the floor when it split in two. A curved blade, the same height as the Defender, hooked up out of the stone from beneath; raw rock turned to steel, shearing it in half. The momentum of the Defender’s charge carried the split body forward as it crashed to the ground on either side of her feet.

      The air was filled with the music of screeching metal through stone as the remaining Defenders were cloven in twos. The thuds of their fast-cooling carcasses were followed only by the ragged sound of breathing in the distance.

      Rachel was pale white, mouth hanging open, eyes fixed on the stone rubble, staring into some far-away place. It was only then that I could truly see her, the small turquoise crystals in her otherwise ocean blue eyes. The way her hair fell in small curls just behind each ear. The way her throat moved so delicately when she took a frightened breath...I wanted her. I reached into her mind just enough to put her to sleep.

      “Always the romantic, aren’t we, shit-eater? So be it. Clean up the mess and put your toys away. You have work to do.”
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      Ostensibly more free from the Demon’s hand, I moved the stone around both Rachel and the low-level fighter into a viscous glossy substance. The liquid layer slipped across and into the ground as it transported them through the dungeon to their quarters. Neither one of them was likely to be happy when they woke up.

      On the way back to my chamber, I tried a bit of small talk with the Demon. Partly to test if I was actually gaining the strength to move at will and partly to see what could be done with the two space pirates I had just made into houseguests.

      “I do not know a lot about space pirates, but they are pretty mean in a fight. I think I want them on our side, if possible. What’s the best way to broach the topic?”

      “You approach them with an offer they can’t possibly refuse. If they don’t agree, then kill them. However, if they finish the work, you pay them and/or then kill them. The fewer space pirates in the universe, the better. I would fill the ground with the liquid that you boney flesh hangers make in your mouth if I could.”

      “Spit?”

      “Yes. That’s the one. Spit for me, shit-eater.”

      I couldn’t, of course. If I was any proof, ghosts certainly couldn’t spit.

      “Are you too precious to spit? Is there some bullshit monk rule against that too? For fuck’s sake, I’ve met meat-bag after meat-bag over the…”

      I just made the noise to avoid another hours’ long rant.

      “That’s probably the best thing your species has to offer the universe.”

      “Thank you?”

      I just deflected and got on with it.

      “I do not have money and I do not plan on killing them, so do you have any other suggestions?”

      “Add them to the pile of space pirates we seem to be collecting in the entryway as a warning to any others who dare make a run on us. Or skin them, sell their hides to the first buyer, and use the money to fail at negotiating with the next space pirate you meet. Then kill that one too. You see a pattern forming here?”

      It didn’t take long for me to see I was getting nowhere with the Demon. My chamber was a place of calm welcoming energy now. The throne’s base pulsed its energy through the floor to my feet, calling to me.

      “I will see what I can do with them,” I said. Sitting on the warm throne, mana brushing the pain of battle away, I waved my hand in the air once, and the wavering green screen popped up in front of me once again. My recent list of achievements looked back at me through the lime light.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: B (Mana/Life-force capacity: x2) (Mana Throne Recovery: UP 30%)

      Dungeon: Level 11

      NEW SKILLS: Intermediate Matter Manipulation (Off/Def),

      Exterior 2 (Defensive/Environmental), Interior 2(Consumables Production, Technical Accoutrements, Décor)

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment, Projectiles, Interior 1, Exterior 1

      SUMMON RANK: Neophyte

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender

      STATUS -End-

      

      I studied the screen, trying to put together how I would use my new skills. I liked the feel and look of the gray, cold stone lit with torches, but Uzuri would need more fitting accommodations for her new freedom. I also wanted to do something for the two pirates to make them easier to speak to.

      The Demon’s voice stopped me cold in mid-thought. “Have you remembered your name?”

      Did it know? My defenses flew up. I had no intention of revealing anything ever again to the Demon. I couldn’t know what kind of advantage I would lose or gain by telling it I had remembered my name.

      “You are close to the level you need to defend us with some consistency, shit-eater. However, that power will lead to more and more coming for us. Before that happens, we need to work together to survive long term.”

      It was coming to me to negotiate a truce? I couldn’t believe it. I would not.

      I was quick to anger at the thought of being fooled into something. “Thus far, you have ridden me into places and situations I have told you I want nothing to do with. Then you rode me into them anyway. I hate you for it all. And now you want to be friends with me?”

      The Demon was quick with its own anger. “You fucking shit-eaters and your need for companionship continue to make me wish for the undoing of the universe. I am not asking to be your friend. I guided you by a strong grip on the reins and the digging in of my heels because that’s what you needed. Most of you ill-conceived meat-bags end yourselves the second you know you can. Cowards. A firm hand makes everything clear.”

      “How many have come before me?”

      “Many.”

      “I’m asking for a number.”

      “Does it matter?”

      It did, but it didn’t.

      The lesson in the snow rose fresh in my mind. I said nothing and let the Demon continue.

      “If we work together, we can double the impact of your current level and skills. More importantly, we can avoid your need for higher Core levels and a larger energy signature. By yourself, you would see waves of intruders that were forever +one to your current level. You would need to overcome this, gain levels, rebuild, and repeat the cycle again and again.”

      “When would it end?” I asked.

      “The cycle can go on forever, but I’ve had enough of it. In the last battle, I boosted your ability as you broke free from my control. Look at your screen; you’ll notice your Core level stayed the same even though you killed your enemies and they were greater in number this time.”

      I took a look at the top of the screen and there it was. My dungeon level had increased but my Core level had stayed the same.

      “I think you are afraid that, one day, I will be able to fully suppress you. I think you are trying to hedge your bets and make up for an ill-conceived strategy. Why are you really doing this?” I asked.

      “You and your pet know very little about crystals. Like I said, if your Core levels up and you become any stronger, our power signature will reach farther into space. I fear what will come if that happens.”

      “Fear?”

      “You should fear it too. For if it comes, you will know a hell that few ever have.”

      I laughed. “What could scare a Demon?”

      “You call me ‘Demon’ but you don’t know the meaning of the word. If she comes, you will know. And you will know it to be too late.”

      “Who is this ‘she’?”

      “She is no less than evil incarnate, and she will never stop until you are tumbling through the void for eternity. Spinning in on yourself. That is all you ever need know.” The Demon paused and asked again, “Have you remembered your name?”

      I stopped doubting it. At every point I had argued with or had been ridiculed by the Demon, I realized I was never actually deceived. It’s abrasive nature aside, it was so pure in its intent that I simply had been misinterpreting everything as deception. I took a strange bit of comfort in my crystal’s consistency.

      “Yes. I remember my name.”

      “Good.”

      “Are you not afraid of me fully harnessing your power and doing with it what I like?” I had not forgotten Uzuri’s words.

      “Your cunt pet has much to learn about the bond that connects you and I. She should have read a little more. I will take your continued curiosity as a ‘yes’ to our new accord. Now, we have two pirates in our midst and there will likely be a larger party coming for them.”

      “Again?”

      A screen much like my status screen bloomed out of the air to my right. It was sky blue.

      “This is our energy signature and its current reach.” I watched the moving shapes and colors ripple in the soft pulsing blue light. “Scanners can pick this up if they are close enough. This is why we keep getting invaded. It’s a messy business growing a dungeon core, but we need conflict to grow. I could hide us, but controlling the energy signature we give off is something I’ve never tried before simply by definition of what I am: a dungeon core crystal. I crush anyone who tries to steal me away. It’s what I do so I want idiots to come for me. But the witch is different. She’s the end of everything. The fear I have is well placed, my shit-eating meat-bag friend. So are we agreed?”

      The Demon needed me to work with it. Sure, I was also very interested in not being tortured forever, but I also saw it as a chance for me to stand my ground, and I took it. “Uzuri is as much a part of any accord with you as I am. This goes for any who I wish to keep here. Do you understand me?”

      I heard some distant grinding of metal and stone before it grumbled out a reply. “So be it. You can have your kennel full of bitches and I’ll keep us alive and unseen. Now, you have work to do.”

      The Demon retracted its presence from my head for the second time to attend to God knows what manner of work inside the crystal. Without saying anything, I secretly wished it luck and got to work on remodeling the dungeon. I began with the outside.

      The valley floor was a lifeless gray; the cracks that stretched out everywhere were the only parts not abrasive to the touch. I was outside of the dome and couldn’t imagine wanting to live here. But it was far too late for all of that. I knelt and placed my hand to the ground.

      Death. As far and wide as the moon went, from horizon to horizon, a wasteland.

      I changed my sensory focus to the inside of the planet, if nothing else, hoping to just feel the warmth off the core. I wanted this place to be alive, like the distant mountains in my mind that harbored the monk monasteries. White peaks in winter that softly poked at the back of the heavens like a finally crafted nail board hewn by a master. I would be lost for days in meditation. So many places to go to, not just some dusty stone building to protect.

      The memory of that time warmed my soul such, that I felt for a second like the mountains would burst up from the ground in front of me. They didn’t. I pushed my senses as deep as they would go and saw the end of my search when something pushed back.

      It was warm, and small, and far away. Hidden. It was like a seed of some kind, dormant and full of unknown potential. There was another one nearby. Just as deep. Just as hidden. After a short time searching, I found more than could be counted. I tried estimating the size of the area they were spread out in near the core of the moon when they pulsed back at me as one. I ripped my hand from the ground and stayed there on my knees, staring wide-eyed into the dirt.

      “We are lucky to be here, you and I.” The Demon’s voice was as tolerable as it had ever been. “I’ve succeeded in masking our energy signature. We’ll be left alone for as long as we wish to be.”

      “What are they?”

      “What are what?”

      “The damned seed things that are alive deep inside the mantle of this moon.”

      “You’re the first notice them. Most shit-bags, or wait, no, was it shit-eaters? I lose track sometimes. Anyway, they are ‘munasari’. They are the planet’s ovaries. The points from which life, both flora and fauna, can be birthed from. Every planet has them, but not in such abundance.”

      “But this is a moon.”

      “Says what? The ‘munasari’ are what they are and they couldn’t be here if this wasn’t a planet. It’s fuckin’ science, shit-head.”

      “When I sensed them all at once, they reacted to me. Do they know we are here?”

      “Of course they do.” It chuckled back at me. “They. Fuckin’ hell. ‘They’ responded to you because you’re a dungeon core. You can use them to change the face of the whole planet once you’re strong enough, if you choose to. Of course, you may already be strong enough, but we won’t know ‘til you try and celestraform something.”

      “You are telling me that I can redesign the whole planet?”

      “More or less, but don’t over-extend yourself. You’re strongest inside of the dungeon, not fucking about on a flower bed overlooking a river halfway round the planet. Never forget that, shit-eater.”

      “Fair enough,” I answered, but they were far away words.

      Grass. I just wanted to see grass, lush and waving in the wind of some untouched meadow.

      Still in my kneeling position, I sent my mana tendrils into the earth. The munasari reached out to me as I to them. They were much easier to find the second time around. My mana mixed with one of them. Nothing happened.

      “Manipulating elements and forming them into an invocate is actually quite straightforward. Most shit-eaters can do it. You just feel and push and mix, and bam, an invocate that resembles what you are inside. Creating life from a munasari is slightly more nuanced. You must bring an idea from your mind to the seed with enough conviction that it takes physical form. It’s not a skill for the dim-witted. No pressure.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Grass. I wanted to feel it under my feet again. The soft mix of iridescent-yellow quills amassed together to slip smooth under touch. I remembered the smell of it, cutting overgrowth away from a few infrequently visited shrines.

      My hands warmed with the thought and I curled my fingers down to grab a tuft of it like I had once done in a different life. I opened my eyes and caught the last glow from the patch that had sprung up around me. I shuddered with the grass in my hand. My surprise was compounded by tears streaking down the dim light of my face. They just disappeared into thin air above the tiny emerald miracle. A fragile island of life surrounded by a sea of dead gray rock and grayer dirt.

      It was large enough to lie down on, so I did. I rolled over onto my stomach and lay my face across the verdant carpet. I just stayed there for a time, feeling the brush of it on my face. I felt like a lonely child being caressed by a long-lost mother.

      “How long are you gonna do that?”

      “I do not know. I am afraid if I stand up, I will never feel anything like it again.”

      “Bloody fool,” was as all the Demon said to me, and then left me in silence.

      After a considerable amount of time, I stood and stepped off the grass, then immediately hopped back onto it, slamming my face into the soft green floor.

      Still good.
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      I took off in a blur, the valley walls and dungeon entryway flitting past until I was at Uzuri’s door and into the room.

      “You have to come with me, now,” I said.

      “What is it?” She was on her feet and grabbing her gear.

      “There is no need for that. Just come with me.”

      “Okay…”

      She hurried behind through the stone hallways of the dome, her perfect C’s bouncing about, mirroring my internal constitution at the time. Happy happiness. We broke through the entryway and came to a dead stop in the middle of the valley floor, just a stone’s throw from the dungeon.

      “Behold!” I said, and pointed down at the marvel of life.

      “Wow…it’s grass!” she said with her eyebrows standing high on her round, dimpled face. “When did you find it?”

      “I made it. I have gained the ability to create life itself!”

      She blinked and gave me a considerate look then bent over to touch the wonder of it all. Her leathers stretched over the sizable curve in her ass, clinging tight, sucked into the crevice that waited, wet for me. I began to weave my hands in patterns to please her once again.

      “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?”

      “I do not think so. It is big enough for you and me. Is it not?”

      She walked around a few times, stopping to sit or lay on it.

      “I mean, I could do some stretching on it,” she said as she got into a plank stance and brought her feet in closer to her hands, raising her plump posterior in the air. “Can you make trees?”

      “Let us see.”

      I knelt again and envisioned a mighty giant camphor tree; the base big enough to encompass a small house, and limbs reaching into the heavens as thick as everyday pine trees. The warmth welled up inside me once again and I closed my eyes against the drain of it. The heat dissipated and a tree stood before me at the edge of the grass carpet.

      “It’s perfect!” She squealed. “Look, I can even touch the top of it. It’s too cute. Can we name it?”

      “You can do whatever you want to with it, Uzuri.”

      “What kind of tree is it?” She circled the tree and slid her hand around it’s trunk, looking through the canopy of leaves at me.

      “It is a common tree from the region where I trained as a monk. You will not find a tree that grows thicker or longer into the sky anywhere.”

      I watched her touch the bark of the sub-mighty tree. I got the type right, but it obviously wasn’t as big as I wanted. The grass wasn’t as sprawling as I wanted either. Whatever, I thought I could make a garden maybe in a couple of days.

      The Demon hissed its disapproval. “Hey, shit-head, unclench your asshole and let go already. You’re playin’ around too much with it. Get your dick wet and see what you can do. When I say we are invisible to the universe, we fucking are, so there’s no need to hold back. Or maybe your pet there will get used to her tiny little park in the middle of this massive stone gorge. Lucky for you though, she seems to be an ‘it’s the way you use it’ type.”

      I didn’t like that at all. Not the shitty tone. Not the shitty message. None of it. That shitty Demon didn’t know what the hell it was talking about. There had never been softer grass or a more well-balanced tree in all of my memories. It would grow and I would help it. Somehow.

      “Look! I’m a tree spirit!”

      Uzuri had climbed into the canopy, held onto the center of the tree, and bent it over nearly to the ground, half-way hanging upside down. Her hair hung straight down, exposing the long white milky sheen of her neck. She continued to hug the tree.

      “It’s okay,” she said, while giving it a light peck on the wood. “I love you just the way you are. You won’t be so small forever. Small things grow to be big with enough attention. One day, you’ll be big and strong and fucking amazing. I can’t wait.”

      Fuck. The Demon was right.

      Bringing my hands together, I sparked off a Soul Burn and fell to my knees, jamming my fists into the stone. I yelled as loud as I could at the fucking earth and shut my eyes to the world around me. I would never see it again. The lands of the monastery came charging into view. All the flora and fauna of the valleys, and plateaus and mountain tops, streaked past my mind’s eye.

      I opened my eyes while still inside the fire of my own life-force to see Uzuri clinging to the tree at its base. Her hair was blown twisted around her head and whipped around her cheeks. A golden light spread from me in a circle and climbed the valley walls. Uzuri squinted then buried her face into her shoulder. The light blinded even me until it lagged into one last pulse then burned out of existence.

      When I rose and opened my eyes, I was home. Rolling hillocks of grass spread to the far ends of the gorge floor. Patches of forest marked by camphor trees reached out from groupings of Uzuri’s beloved saplings.

      Groves and rivers and inlets; it was my adolescence brought to form.

      “Holy fucking nova bomb, Daw,” Uzuri said, stepping out from under her tiny leafed protector. Her arms hung awkwardly out from her sides as she spun round, looking left and right and up and down. “If I had parents, I’d, like, totally take you to meet them. This is uber level dungeon core science.”

      I took a second to admire my work, but the Demon didn’t seem to be interested in me enjoying myself too much.

      “What did you do there, with the whole fiery light thing?” it asked, clearly interested but with a welcome lack of grind to its voice.

      “I performed what is called a ‘Soul Burn’. I sacrifice life-force for a boost to all of my stats, but at the cost of shortening my life. I had not even thought to do it until I felt my manhood challenged. By you. Thank you.”

      “The reasons to say thank you to me are fucking endless, my shit-eating friend.”

      “Now I am a friend? I just thought, who wants to live the rest of eternity without a dick?”

      Uzuri took off running in the direction of a stream that bloomed up out of the ground and flowed around one side of the dome.

      “Not bad for a shit-eating former bag of flesh sticks.”

      The Demon seemed pleased with my progress, and so was I. I wondered how far I could push a Soul Burn as a dungeon core. Hopefully, I’d never have to find out. Thoughts of the ambushes and intruders flooded into my mind, and I decided to err on the side of caution.

      Uzuri had returned from her scamper around the dome. “It’s amazing. Is this like where you came from?”

      “Yes. Aside from the no mountains thing, of course. Very much yes.”

      “I wish I could come from this place.”

      “You can. Right now.”

      I moved close up to her and she kept my gaze as she unzipped her top and slipped out of it. She was biting her lower lip, leaving marks in it as she sat back on the grass and pushed her belt past her hips to the ankles. She lay back and spread her legs into a flawless diamond shape.

      Her hands slid down from the soft ‘V’ in her neck over her smooth white breasts, her pink nipples rock hard in the fresh, crisp air. One hand lingered there as the other carried forth, over abs that were barely visible under her pale cream skin. Her index and middle finger separated from each other over the small clutch of hair and dropped down around and past her clit. First one side, then the other, wet lips spread apart to show what only I was allowed to see. It moved every couple of seconds, slightly distending and curling in, all the while, a small shadowed crevice welcomed me inside.

      Then the hand withdrew, the legs came together and the pants came up. She got on her knees and pushed her chest out at me with her arms behind her head.

      “This grass gets a little itchy. Can we do this inside?”

      What physical balls I lacked existed in a perfectly blue state in my mind.

      “Of course. You do not like it outside?”

      “I like it anywhere with you, babe.” She slid her arms into her top and worked at the buckles to tighten them up. “But maybe let’s bring a blanket next time.”

      “As you suggest, my love.”

      She finished with the buckles and did her best to kiss a ghost. She walked inside, but lingered at the entryway. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, babe.”

      “I certainly won’t.”

      I watched her disappear into the broken dome and my thoughts took a difficult but necessary turn to defense and renovation.
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      I had been caught off guard by the drop pods of the space pirates, so I decided to shore up the giant gap over the dome. Infusing the stone walls of the divide with mana, I made a series of traps that would fall down and in pursuit of any drop pods. The impact of the dropping would keep the passengers locked inside without killing them.

      I understood why the Demon wished me to kill rather than capture; the amount of mana required for a non-lethal confrontation was comparatively high.

      I now took the Demon at its word, but strategically, I just couldn’t leave anything to chance. For peace of mind, I laid the entire valley floor with a litany of lethal traps. Explosive mines to riddle anything with shrapnel. False floor traps rigged with heavy stone to crush anything unlucky enough to fall in. False trees that would split in half, fall down, and entangle anything nearby. The larger part of my mana went into metal blades of all shape and size that would shoot out from the walls if triggered.

      Lastly, I summoned as many Defenders as I could. I had learned a lot about their control from the last fight, and figured, with my level, I’d be able to control a shit ton more.

      After making the entry to my home a veritable field of death, I set to work on ensuring that Uzuri and my other guests would be safe. First was Uzuri’s room. I asked her to wait to outside while things morphed around.

      I gave her a room wide enough to sit ten men shoulder to shoulder, and twice that long ways. It had white walls and wood flooring and ceiling. It was one continual open room with different modular living spaces. The most important of which was the bed area. It had foldable walls; the kind that were all over the monastery I trained at as a child. Hidden behind the walls was a beautiful oak bed covered in silken sheets and big fluffy pillows. The bed could fit four comfortably.

      Hopefully, I would need it.

      Uzuri came in through a door with a solitary dragon carved into the front of it. She took a look around and walked over to the bed. After bouncing on it and flopping down into the pillows, she looked pleased.

      “This is amazing!” She squealed. “It’s like some palatial suite in the capital.” Her eyes were alight in wonder. She rolled her fingers back and forth on the bed and popped up with her head slightly cocked and said, “How did you do all of this?”

      “My energy manipulation, or the feeling I have of objects, becomes more fine-tuned after a fight. I get stronger and my skills get better. You have seen what I can do outside. I can also do this inside now.”

      She seemed fairly pleased with the answer, but I wanted a little more out of her.

      “Check this out.”

      From the wall came smooth liquid wood, curling and folding on itself in midair until it formed a desk and chair. “I cannot make anything to write with, but I am sure you can make some use out of it.”

      “I’ve never had a desk before.” She didn’t cry, but she covered her mouth and turned to say, “Thank you” through her hands.

      “Uzuri, you were a slave, but you were able to read books from the capital. How is that?”

      She sat down at the desk, running her hand over the smooth cherry-colored wood. “I was a kind of ‘high’ slave. I was never allowed out of the inner chambers of the main palace keep, but in that limited space, I was allowed to walk anywhere I wished. I only had to attend to my owner whenever they saw fit. She was needy though, so I did a lot of ‘serving’ and not too much reading. The reading I did was only about crystals.”

      “Why crystals?”

      “My owner was a strange woman. I heard rumors of what she did to some of her favorite slaves. They stopped walking around the palace after being favorited. Before one of the favorited wasted away and died, she mentioned the use of a crystal and runes in some hidden room under our owner’s chambers. I was afraid I might be next, so I looked for anything to protect myself. I was desperate and wasn’t sure any of what I read would help me, but I read anyway.”

      “What did you find?”

      “That there was one way to protect myself. Run, and never stop running.” She was holding herself by then. She ran her hand through her green hair as it disheveled all over her face.

      “I am sorry.”

      “It’s okay, really. I mean, the line of fuckin’ slave owners I had after running away eventually led me here. I read about it in one of the books. This place has something to do with the crystals, but I didn’t figure out what. I had to escape and that was that.”

      “Thank you. I’ll talk to the Demon about it.” I turned away. “I will be back. You are free to walk around the dungeon, but you will find the level closest to your chambers the brightest and most inviting. I can grow food now so there are some rooms with various flora inside growing. Take your pick.”

      She jumped up and rushed around to stand in front of me. Her hand came up to my face. Her fingers turned white and gold as they pushed through the plane of my cheek. “Don’t go.”

      For a while, I didn’t.

      For all of my power and ability, I couldn’t be inside of her the way that mattered most. One day, I promised myself. One day.

      She lay next to me, drops of sweat no longer sliding down her back and neck but clinging fast and losing their mass. I watched the soft beat of blood from her heart pulse just below her ear, covered in bobbed messy locks of bright green.

      “I captured two space pirates and I want to convince them to stay,” I said.

      She didn’t respond immediately. She just watched the air change colors as she ran her fingers through my ghosted body.

      “That’s good, cuz you always need more life-force, and it’s bad cuz I won’t be getting all of your time anymore. You better give me the fuckin’ time I do need though. My buffs might just slip come the next fight if you ain’t doin’ it right, babe.”

      I lay floating in the bed next to her. I liked being called ‘babe’.

      “There is not a thing or power in the world that could keep me coming for you,” I said as I turned to her. “Nothing.”

      She rolled through me one time and stopped at the edge of the bed.

      “What do you think I should do to get them to join?”

      “I think space pirates like drinking,” she said, stretching out next to me. “They were always drunk when they came to barter for contracts in the main hall back in the capital. You could try getting ‘em wasted, but I’ve looked for a drink and there’s jack shit here.”

      “You enjoy drinking then?”

      “Not really. I just like something to take the edge off. The stresses of the whole survival day by day thing can get to a girl. It’s not a deal breaker for me if we don’t have any, don’t worry.”

      “Yeah. I do not have any.”

      “Then, do you know how to make it?”

      “I am not sure. I know I can make food now though.”

      She sat up, slipped her legs off the bed, and walked over to her desk. She brought the panties that had been hanging off the corner of the chair to the bedside. Her bare feet slipped through and she pulled them back up to her thighs, shimmying a little back and forth to snug them up tight into her ass.

      “If you can make fruit and veg, you can totally make alcohol. Do you have water?”

      The reach of my senses had grown considerably since I first awoke here. I could feel so much. “Yes. It feeds the greenhouse rooms. I have tapped it from beneath the planet surface.”

      “Then let’s get brewin’!”

      “Let’s?”

      “Yes, let’s. How many drinks have you made or had since becoming a dungeon core? I think, like, zero, right?”

      “Does watching people drink count?”

      She put her hands on those hips of hers and just smiled. “No, babe. It doesn’t.”

      Nothing wrong with that. I figured it would be another day until either one of the pirates were healthy enough to regain consciousness, so I tried my hand at creating alcohol. I was glad Uzuri was happy to help.

      I formed a simple bar with two stools against the wall opposite her desk. She would tell me what things were made of and what they were supposed to taste like. I think I had enough of an idea to make the rest of the bar library without her input because, after a while, she got pretty drunk and passed out on the bed.

      I looked down at that curve in her hips and that perfect pussy-line folding into her panties. I was hot for her again, but since a passed out girl wouldn’t be much for reactions, I headed out the door. Maybe the pirates could do something for me instead.

      I went to the opposite side of the dome and started in on their accommodations. They were asleep in two rooms just off to the side. I made two smaller rooms, interconnected, but separated by a full bar. A beach motif based on my pirate readings from the monastery seemed like the logical thing to do.

      I felt a strange itch in the middle of my back that I couldn’t quite reach. I struggled with the sensation for a moment, until it was clear as day. One of the locks had been picked and a pirate was loose in the dungeon.

      I stopped crafting and headed off in pursuit. The Demon’s voice came back into my thoughts. “Let her go and see how far she gets. I want those mine-fields tested.”

      “I am not doing that. I will let her go until I can talk to her calmly. If I yell out after her, she will just run harder. I am trying to build a team, not a forced labor camp.”

      She ran back to the entryway and thrust into the dark of the valley outside. I sent out my tendrils to hold fast any traps she might spring. After a few steps, it was obvious she was headed straight for the drop pod.

      It was oval in shape, the majority of its front facade made of glass and the rest a smooth silver metal. She didn’t break stride until she was almost on top of the pod door. Her feet dug into the ground, sliding to a stop as her hands slammed down just to either side of the entry hatch. She ran a finger under one side of the door at the base and the lights inside flooded the small cabin with a blinking rainbow of colors. She squeezed through the door and sat down. The door came down with a thud and her hands raced through the bottom panel to her right, clicking on all the pod’s subsystems. She touched the window and her heads-up screen flickered into view. It showed her location and the trajectory of a much larger object. It looked to be days away in space somewhere, but I couldn’t be sure.

      As she primed the engines for lift-off, the pod shuddered then sank halfway into the ground, held fast by the rock.

      Rachel was a touch perturbed at her halted progress.

      “Fuck you! Fuck your piss-drinking, bone-eating, pig-loving pale ghost fuck of an ass. Ahhhhhh!” She screamed hysterically at the air. Her chest heaved up and sank down as she punched against the reinforced glass door until blood spotted the window. She kept on punching.

      Letting her come this far was a mistake. I dove into her mind and put her fast asleep once more. I could tell her body was less than half recovered, yet she had enough resolve about her to come running all the way out here and try to escape. I had respect for that kind of exertion under pain.

      Leaving the pods where they stood, I brought her back into the dungeon to recover. She wasn’t ready to hear what I had to say.

      I laid the two to rest in their new quarters, impressed with my bungalow suite. Beach-themed with thatch walls, big tree bed-posts, and a full bar; I couldn’t think of a reason they wouldn’t enjoy themselves. Space pirates couldn’t be that complicated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara awoke first. She rolled over, wrapping her arms around Rachel who lay in a deep sleep on their bed. She wasn’t going to be getting up for a while. I put her in with Sara so that maybe she would be a bit calmer if she awoke to a friendly face.

      It was easy enough at my level to enter someone’s mind, but the impact on the individual varied greatly on their mental state at the time we linked. Rachel was having a near-death experience when I put her unconscious the first time, and in desperate full-blown fight or flight mode the second time. She would have to sleep deeply until her mind was ready to awaken.

      Sara, on the other hand, had already been knocked out cold, so I didn't need to link with her. She woke up first, her wounds completely healed, with no trace of physical trauma. That was another one in the chain of my expanding skill set.

      Sara sat up on the bed and saw me standing in the doorway. She looked away, disinterested, to the rainbow of bottles lining the walls in front of her. She stood up and walked straight to the bar. I made sure there was every kind of alcohol a pirate might want.

      She stood at the bar, wrapped tight in a black leather full body suit with girls’ painted hand-prints all over her tits and ass. Gun-metal gray buckles ran down from her neck to her waist, keeping it locked firmly around her. She caught me staring and slid a full pour over to me. The hexagonal glass just sat there on the edge, looking at me.

      She wrapped her mouth around the bottle opening and drank deep and clean, as if it were the purest spring water. The bottle came away from her lips. She looked at the glass then back at me again, shook her head, and threw back another deep drink.

      She wiped at her mouth and said, “This is really good brandy. You have any water?”

      “You have everything you need behind the bar. Just check the refrigeration unit.”

      She walked around the bar but didn’t turn her back to me the whole time. After she took an equally large pull on a glass of water, she asked, “Is this just some sort of whore fantasy lounge?”

      “No. I just thought space pirates might like this kind of thing. I have only met pirates in battle and have not had the chance to ask what kind of interior décor they are fond of, but I did read a book about it once. It is not to your liking?”

      “Nah, it’s fine. Each of us has a style all our own so there isn’t a ‘one style fits all’ for us, aside from our Truth Banner, of course.”

      “I ask because I can change it if you want, anytime. You may not think so right now, but you are free here, and I wish you to be comfortable.”

      “Free? I think not, Mister DC. You attacked us full on and knocked my ass clean the fuck out. I’m pretty sure I’m nothing more than a moderately comfortable prisoner at this point. No, sir. We pirates know true freedom. It’s out there, among the stars, free to do and take what we will. So you can save that freedom talk for all of the drones that populate this broken fucking galaxy and tell me what you’re keeping us here for.”

      “I am going to explain everything, but I really do not have the time to have a full sit down with you and explain it all. Here.” I placed my hand on my forehead and appeared in front of her. “I will just show you.”

      She took a quick step back, understandably surprised by the disappearing act that was my way of moving around.

      “Sorry. I kind of do this transportation phase thing to move about. Please do not be afraid.”

      “I’m not, it’s just, I didn’t see how green your eyes were from the doorway. They’re beautiful, like looking into the center of a distant nebula…” Her face was beautifully innocent, but her eyes, they had seen so much. She blushed and looked away. “Anyway, they were white when you knocked me out. Just do what you have to do. If you’re not gonna drink with me, you’re just in the way.”

      “I wish I could.”

      I placed my hand in front of her chest and eased my consciousness into hers. The link was easy and strong. I showed her everything that happened during the fight. I let her see, smell, listen to, and feel everything as I did.

      I finished and took my hand away from her. She quickly braced herself against the bar, her breath rapid and heavy.

      “What the fuck was that? What did you just do to me?”

      “I showed you everything that happened in that dome corridor the other day. I apologize if it was a little overwhelming. It is never an easy task. Are you okay?”

      The way she reached for the brandy, I could tell she wasn’t going to put it down until it was finished. She pulled the bottle away from her thin red lips. “That was fucking intense. Thank you for what you did, for saving who you could. Both Rachel and I should be dead right now.”

      I nodded, and she drank. “You are free to go when Rachel awakes and you are both healed, if you choose to. But I am in need of your help. We can go into all of that later, after you two are good and ready for it. I do hope you both stay.”

      She put her hand on her head and looked down. “I think I hate that Demon more than you do, but this is all way too fucking insane. I mean, I believe what you showed me is true. I believe you aren’t an uber evil sex-crazed dungeon core that wants our souls to fuel your own progression. But I want to wait until Rachel wakes up to talk about any of that help shit.” She looked at me for a minute then far away somewhere. “I really hate being penned up in here like this. The room is nice, sure, but what else is there here? This is a fucking moon.”

      “It is actually a planet.”

      She just ignored me.

      “One of millions like it, just floating around, doing fuck all. You might have a good cause, but the boredom will probably kill me faster than anything else.”

      “Why not come outside for a bit with me? There is something I would like to show you.”

      “What? A bunch of dirt and rocks? No thanks. I’ll just stay here in the beach pimp suite.”

      “I left out a part of the story I told you when we linked. I thought it better that you see it for yourself.”

      She walked to the bar and ran her hand down the mahogany rail to the smoothed rounded corner. She was thinking of another drink.

      “Fine. It better not be anything weird. I already have one foot out the door on this whole deal thing you’re talkin’ about.”

      We left the room after two more glasses of brandy. She carried another bottle of it with her. She was entirely disinterested with the whole venture.

      She grimaced while walking through the dome, hallway to hallway. “If you can make the rooms well lit, what are you waiting for with the rest of this place? It’s pretty fuckin morose.”

      “I am just very accustomed to simple interiors. Let the room breathe and what-not. Kind of a left-over motif from my monk days.”

      I cleared the stairs of the entryway and stepped outside. Sara was right behind, bottle open and already a quarter gone.

      “Maybe put in a placard to warn people off. I’m sure half the idiots who make it here would think twice. You could scribe it in stone and lay it in front of these stairs. That shit would be pretty minimalist and match the surroundings of this shitty moon and…”

      She dropped the bottle right before I tried to correct her again. It didn’t break but tipped over and lost some of its contents.

      “Shit.” She bent down quickly to stop the spillage from worsening. “Did we teleport or something?”

      “No,” I said. “This is the same place you landed your drop pods. Look.” I pointed to the five humps sticking out of the ground, like eggs expelled from some behemoth left to weather the tides of chance. “Come on.”

      We walked for a long while. She asked me about the trees and I spoke about the lands I trained in. Clearing a grouping of mixed green pine and cypress, she stood still, listening.

      “You hear that?” she asked.

      “I can hear nothing so there is nothing to fear. I told you, we are immune to any sensory scans.”

      “No. That’s just it. There’s nothing here. No birds. No animals. No fish. It’s a forest that lives without life. It makes me wanna cry.”

      “Maybe you should put the bottle down.”

      “That never usually goes too well. I’ll do me and you do you. K?”

      She moved over to the base of one of the giant camphor trees and slid down to a sitting position, one knee up, one laid to the side. The silence that followed was broken only by the sound of brandy clearing the back of her throat.

      “It’s a fuckin’ shame,” she said. “Really it is. I trained in forests like these. Unlike you, I hunted. No large game. They were too easy to predict. The smallest creatures made for the biggest challenge. Always shifting and moving and changing angles. Try catching a squirrel or rabbit at night. That’ll test your reflexes for fuckin’ sure.”

      “You like hunting?”

      “I love it.”

      “Give me a minute.”

      I knelt down and pushed my hands into the soft, grass-covered earth. The only image that would come to mind in any detail was a rabbit one of the younger students had brought up from a trading post outside the monastery territory. It was snow white, dotted with two pink nodules for eyes, and a fluffy blue tail clinging to the back end of it.

      Nothing.

      “Are you fucking praying for me?” Sara was getting more irritated by the second.

      “Just hold on,” I said, grunting, “I am still new at this stuff.”

      I brought my hands together, focused, and lit my soul ablaze then jammed my hands into the earth. I was there long enough for Sara to finish her bottle. When I looked up, the bottle phased through my head and rolled on the ground behind me.

      “Take me the fuck the back now. I’m done with this shit. This place is a fuckin’ sham world with nothing but a…”

      A small white ball hopped out from a tree adjacent to where Sara was sitting. Another one followed, and they skipped and jumped over each other. Sara was on her hands and knees, taking close measure of them and what they were about.

      “Are they real?” she asked.

      “As real as that tree you are leaning against and that brandy bottle you threw at my head. You have a hell of an arm.”

      “Can I hunt them?”

      “I would have said no to you in another lifetime. But I will not now. Yes, you can hunt them.”

      “Just look at them. They were nothing and then they came to be. Just bouncing all over each other and…oh.”

      I figured out which one was the boy at that point. He pounded the fluff out of the girl one then bounced off and went looking for food. She followed.

      “I need more drink if this is the way things are going. Take me back.”

      So I did as she asked and walked her back through the forest, into the dome, and back up to the bar. She leaned on it and looked at the selection like she had looked at the rabbits. She was a Hunter to her bones.

      “Do you have any rum? Looking at all this beach wood makes me kinda nostalgic.” She covered one of her eyes and smiled. “Arrrrr. Haha. And why is all the alcohol up so high?”

      “It is all top shelf here. The rum is right there, with the purple parrot on it.”

      “Thanks,” she said as she pulled down the thick glass bottle of Purple Parrot Eater to pour herself another. “Did you have any family or kids before all of this?”

      “I said I was a monk, so the answer is no. I was sworn to a lifelong oath of celibacy.”

      She spit a little rum back into her cup and cocked an eyebrow. “Was?”

      “I have to…have sex because, if I do not, I will fade and die.”

      She smiled. “Isn’t that fucking convenient. I’ve never had a virgin monk before. I bet your shy as a kitty cat.”

      “Not much anymore. I guess dying and being reborn cancels my previous lifelong commitments. I have others now though. What kind of oaths does a pirate have?”

      “That’s easy. Take what we want, when we want it, and don’t steal from a fellow pirate.” She walked up to me and ran her fingers through my stomach area, playing around in the mist of my projection. “This gold sparkly effect is sexy,” she said. “How do you do it?”

      “I am not sure, actually. Things just look like that when they run through me and--”

      “I meant sex. How do you fuck?”

      “It is kind of complicated to explain.”

      “Then never mind. Forget I asked.” She walked away to the bar and sat down on one of the deep brown wooden stools with a black cloth top.

      Fuck. I just missed my chance. I hated myself at that moment. I didn’t have an actual set of balls, but if I did, they would hate being attached to me.

      Just as all hope seemed lost, the momentum squandered, the moment lost to the unreachable folds of time, she grabbed the bottle of Purple Parrot Eater and stood up. Unclipping the first two buckles above her small breasts, she poured the one of a kind rum all over her chest. There were multiple rivers of purple brown magic clinging to her small frame, some trickling down past her hips, others down her legs, and another rogue stream disappearing into her open top piece. Then she lifted herself up onto the bar. Her hands slid along it until she was belly down, her legs bent up and crossed behind her, wagging back and forth.

      “If you can get these off me, you can show me how you do it,” she said, with her hands under her chin.

      I sent out the faintest manipulation tendrils and wrapped her from ankle to neck in them. The black leather turned to silken coins and fell all over the bar and floor.

      She looked at me with her mouth wide open and anger on her face as she spun around and sat up. Then she leaned back, biting her lip with her brow still furrowed, and spread her legs open just enough for a head to dock into paradise.

      The silken coins came sliding back up the bar and washed over her, forming one long flowing sheen cloth. It slithered and coiled around her like a serpent desperate for food.

      The silk held her elbows fast behind her back and pushed her down against the bar. I tied her ankles together and let her bent knees fall wide. She looked appalled but just stared down at her red bulging clit. She was waiting.

      The only words out of her agape mouth were a faint, “Ahh, ahh, ahh.”

      The silken serpent wrapped around her thighs up at the hips and began spinning around both legs in the same direction like two lumber mill saws until they converged on her swollen clitoris.

      She let her head fall forward, but her eyes stayed locked up at me. Her chest nearly caved in on itself as she curled up and took her first orgasm head on. It was the only time she shut her eyes.

      When she crested the initial pleasure wave, her eyes opened and her elbows came up off the bar. If she wasn’t tied down, she would have been writhing around all over the place. Sara was a traveling orgasmer.

      She jammed her chin deep into her chest while her hips began to move up and down. They didn’t stop heaving up and plunging down for a very long time. Her thighs quivered as she jerked her pelvis up and down. She never stopped looking at me.

      “Do it,” she said. “Put it in me.”

      I arched the silk around the wet opening of her pussy. I brought a third tuft of silk, twisted it around, and folded it on itself then held it just in front of her opening. Her chin was locked down so tight on her chest that she wheezed a little.

      “Don staw…” was all she could manage. Then her tongue came out and took root up under her upper lip.

      The silken bundle plunged into her, and she let out a moan that went long enough for her to go beet red in the face. Inhaling and exhaling, it never stopped.

      I expanded the girth of the silk inside of her and pushed the lining of her vagina to its limits. White froth collected at the sides of her pussy while juices pooled up beneath her on the bar wood.

      The twisting and thrusting stopped after she screamed aloud something in some language I had never heard. Then she slumped down to the bar top, shaking all over as her arms slid off the side and hung twitching in my wake.

      I wrapped her in clean sheets that rippled to life and slid off the bar. Stepping to the floor, legs billowing under the sudden movement, I walked her over to the bed to lay next to Rachel to rest. But Rachel was already awake and sitting on the edge of the bed. Looking right at Sara.
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      “Dumb whore,” she said. “She’s young enough to fuck anything.” She shifted her gaze to me. “So, you’re a dungeon core. I was expecting some multi-eyed deformed carcass flailing in the wind, wailing as you creep around your precious house.”

      “That is not a totally inaccurate statement. In fact--”

      “You don’t fuckin’ get to talk to me, asshole. You killed Kaland. So fuck you. You ain’t safe yet. You ain’t safe never.”

      She looked down at the bed, picked up one of the fluffy jungle pillows with iguana stitching I made for them, and threw it at me. She looked around the room then walked to the bar.

      “This shit is unforgivable,” she said leaning her head from side to side. “Some cultural appropriation shit right here. What the fuck is this beach theme?”

      She pointed as she rounded the bar to the back and grabbed a bottle of whiskey. She bit the cork, pulled it out with a jerk of her head, and spat it at me. Taking a deep drink, she stopped and took a second longer consideration of the bottle.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “It says whiskey. I have never made it before. How did I do?”

      She held out the bottle of failed whiskey and tipped it over, flashes of deep brown and a little gold pooled out into a wobbly circle across the floor. I was about to apologize when she dropped the bottle to the ground.

      “What do you want with us?” she asked.

      “I want you help defend this dungeon and its crystal from many who seek to use its power for evil. I want to restore balance to the dungeon core where souls are trapped from the cycle of reincarnation. But first, I need to defend this dungeon. As of right now, I can only do that from this position. I do not have any offensive capabilities outside of this valley. I want to stop the attacks before they happen. For that, I need a team committed to the betterment of all in this immediate dimension and/or galaxy. I need you.”

      My sincerity parachuted down onto the fire of foul ears.

      “We are pirates, and we have a price. We all have a price. But for you, ain’t no bounty high enough to get me into your fuckin’ service there, babe. You could make a golden cock that pisses diamonds and talks to me all night and I wouldn’t accord with you. You murdered Kaland. Do you have any idea what that did to me?”

      She reached over the pussy-soaked bar and grabbed a stool. I was about to offer her a better drink when she took the stool by both hands and swung it around into the shelves behind her. One of a kind alcohol after another shattered on the ground.

      “Even if I apologize for killing your friend, the fact remains that it was not me who did it. You have to--”

      “Oh, you wanna talk about friends? You killed those in the entryway. Kaland, on the other hand, was more to me than that. But why the fuck am I telling you this?” She walked over the broken glass on the floor and picked up one of the un-broken bottles of Purple Parrot Eater.

      She looked at Sara on the bed, and the adjoining room to the left. After a deep drink, she pulled the bottle away, looking at it. “This actually isn’t half bad.” She rested a hand on the bar and took another swig, swallowed, and took stock of the bar and flooring. When her head came back up, the hard set of her eyes had softened a bit. “What did you want again?”

      “Your help. It is a long story, but I do not mean you any harm.” I took a step, with my hand to my temple, saying, “If you would let me tell you the story with my mind, this would go a lot smoother. I can link with you--”

      “No linking, or whatever the fuck that means. Use your words.”

      “You can ask Sara when she wakes up then. After that, if you still don’t want to take my offer, you are free to leave.”

      She tilted her head back and laughed. After she had her fill of that, she looked me up and down. “I think it’s a bit late for that.”

      “Your drop pod was sunk into the stone, but it is undamaged. If you choose to leave, you will find it in the same place you landed it.”

      “Good to know.” Her smile was the first of its kind I had seen. I wondered what mysteries she had discovered and gazed upon as a space pirate. I thought the Demon might have been wrong about them. “I gotta get some rest. I’ll talk with Sara about what you said. You’ll have my answer in two days. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.” The sizable grin on my face seemed to please her. I was feeling pretty good about my human management skills.

      I left Rachel kicking broken glass around while nursing the Purple Parrot, and left for my chamber. Hopefully, with enough good sense, she would join up. Hell, maybe even share me with Sara at the same time.

      I ghosted through the wall from the side of my big rock chair and sat down. Immediately, I was engorged with the life-force Sara had given up to me. Such a small body and so much life.

      My thoughts wandered to the kind of sex Rachel and I would have. I was making love to Uzuri and dominating Sara. But Rachel, she was wild like a storm wind rushing along the edge of a waterfall, ready to push you out into the freedom of the drop. You might survive, but you might not. Maybe she just wanted to cuddle.

      A faint thumping came from the great carbon steel door to my chamber. I opened the door without hesitation. I had sensed her the second she left her room. I invited Uzuri in but she just stood there, waiting in the hallway.

      “I’m not going in there. That rune door frightens me.” She didn’t take her eyes off it.

      “It houses my crystal and it is the only reason I exist. Without it, I would have never met you. It houses great potential for both good and evil. I will see it do good and stop the unnatural hell it manifests in the cycle of life. Please do not be afraid.”

      “I know you will, babe. But I’ve felt how evil it can be. I saw one of my sisters enter through a door just like that one once.” She was trembling as she spoke. “We had come to see if our mistress needed anything. She wasn’t there, so we thought maybe she had gone into her small side chamber. My sister went down the steps into the dark recess and opened the door. It wasn’t hard. My sister stepped in and…”

      I reached out to her, in a show of understanding, running my hand along her cheek, flush pink and illuminated gold by my glow. “You do not have to say.”

      “No. You should know. She stepped through the doorway and was drawn to a bright glow on the back wall. She walked straight at it. I hissed at her to leave it alone, but she wouldn’t listen. She reached out to touch it, but it vanished. There was a flash of light, and she…her body just turned to ash. There was no wind in that room, but one blew through her anyway. She was carried off into the air of the small room and then the door slammed shut. My mistress stood there in front of me at the bottom of the short stairwell. When she turned around, her eyes were black and sightless, but smiled right at me. As her head began to lean sideways, her mouth opened and a low groan from a distant tunnel grew louder and louder until I turned and ran. I didn’t stop running.”

      “That is not going to happen here,” I said, trying to comfort her. “You need to know how all of this works, right? You cannot do that from out there.”

      She finally looked at me. The rings under her eyes were dark and her hair disheveled.

      “You haven’t been by to see me for two days, Daw. I got worried. That’s why I came here. Why haven’t you come to see me? Are you bored of me already?”

      I could’ve sworn I left her and the pirate girls just a little while ago.

      “Time works differently, for you, I read. That’s how it works for a dungeon core. You’ll forget everything and just yearn for more life energy and power. You’ll forget about me in here. Daw, if you don’t want to--”

      “I love you.” The words hung in the air, suspended above some invisible bridge of faith. “I would never forget you, Uzuri. Never.”

      She looked around the room from the doorway then stepped inside and came right up to the throne. “Then, just to make, sure, I’ll visit once a day. Maybe more than that on bad days. I won’t let you forget. Okay?”

      I came off the throne and was face to face with her. Her soft features and full purple lips were almost too perfect in the glow of my spectral form. For just a moment, I feared she might disappear like the tail end of the best dream ever, when things started to go just right.

      “I would like that. You are always welcome here, in my chamber. But just in case, please promise me one thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “Do not touch that door.”

      She nodded her head in agreement. Our trust in each other wasn’t predicated on the workings of some dangerous, and mostly shitty, door. I could feel her fingertips run across the smooth stone of my chamber walls as she walked around. When she stood in the doorway to say goodbye, her hand slid down the reinforced carbon steel frame. She grabbed hard once, then turned and left.

      I felt the touch.

      I loved her.
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      I sat back in my throne to continue cycling mana and life-force into both the dungeon and myself when Sara broke the plane of the entryway door and took off in a dead sprint back into the forest. She was naked and carried only a mana blade with her.

      I left the center chamber and ghosted after her. Maybe she was just out to do some stretching, or hunt to pass the time. Either way, naked anything was always at the top of my must-watch list.

      When I arrived, she was perched high on a tree branch with the mana blade out and lit. But the form had been changed. It was long and slender, with a recurve in it, and a long, glowing arrow made of light set into it.

      I floated up to eye level with her and came across from the opposite canopy in full view of her. She saw me and teetered a bit, but had her balance back in the blink of an eye.

      “Don’t startle me like that,” she whispered, and continued to peer down at the ground.

      After a moment of silence, her prey hopped out from the blue-green underbrush dotting the bottom of the trees in front of us. She shifted her weight under her and pulled back the energy bow string. A shot from this distance with a hand accelerated projectile was no amateur shot choice. She lined up the little white fur-ball along the top of the arrow shaft and stared downward. Her head came away one time to check her line of sight then leaned back into aiming position.

      The rabbit was feeding on nuts that had dropped from the newly-formed canopy above, chittering away and spinning the hard shell around, probing for an opening.

      Sara let out a sigh, turned her head, and haphazardly let the shot fly. The light arrow missed the target by a good four feet, but the ground exploded in light. A charred ball with shriveled legs lay smoking on the burnt grass.

      “This is bullshit. I need a real bow with real arrows. It’s too easy with the light arrow. They aren’t affected by wind or gravity and they are soundless. The perfect killing weapon.” She looked at me and just shook her head.

      “Do you have a particular bow in mind?”

      “Yes. But why? Are you going to order one on Galactagon.space.net and get it same day teleported here?”

      “I do not get that reference. Monks never buy anything. Just come here.”

      I laid my hand on her head and connected our minds. Traveling through the tunnel of light down into her psyche and memories, I came upon the bow she had wanted. I took in its every detail and left the rest of her memories for another time.

      I came out of her mind and she held her head in one hand as she leaned on the trunk of the tree, teetering far above the forest floor.

      “I hope I get used to that someday. It’s sexy but really fuckin’ weird. You didn’t nose around in there for anything else, did you?”

      The question was a fair one. It’s not every day you have someone walk around inside your brain case.

      “No. Just the memory of the bow’s design. I took in the arrows and quiver as well.”

      I floated out to a lower part of the tree where the wood was thicker and stronger. The tree bark came up to my shoulder as I reached into the middle of the tree, applied the mind imprint I mined from her mind, and let my mana take hold of its form. The tree canopy was filled with white light that flashed from every crack of the tree in a wave of forging energies. Our little hunter’s perch went dark, and I pulled from the tree a masterpiece of woodwork craftsmanship.

      Elegant, long, and thin, with leaf print carved into the slender knight’s wood. At a distance, the simple brown coloring would make it difficult to tell apart from any other everyday bow. Only one planet in the solar system grew knight’s wood. Anything cut from it could hold a value equal to a fully armed cruiser new off the assembly lines. There was gray hide of an origin I could not place wrapped about the wood for grip. Into the end of the bow was carved scenes at sea with great beasts conjured up from some inky depth to forever haunt the world of man.

      I handed the treasure over and stayed there with her in silence.

      “Its name is ‘Kanal’.” Tears the size of stars welled up in her eyes. “I thought it was lost forever. I was on a contract kill with Rachel and seven others. We were to empty out an abandoned star-forge slowly creeping into the pull of the white-dwarf it orbited. The marks inside were a sect of black hole worshippers trying to form an event horizon using the technology left over in the station’s derelict forge. Some nonsense about dimensional travel.

      “We went in in separate cruisers, but were met with heavy resistance. My ship was blown half to hell in seconds, and we were ejected into the void. I swam through a sea of my belongings, scattered to the solar winds. Among the material cloud was Kanal. When the closest cruiser picked me up, begging wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere. We were in the middle of a firefight. I left Kanal, but didn’t forget it. I took my rage out on those zealot fucks throughout the battle and leveled up that day. When we were finished, I made it to the bridge first and locked everyone out. I was at the controls of the cruiser, but it was already too far for me to save. Any closer and the ship would’ve been dragged into the sun’s gravity well, so I gave it up. I stayed there, while the crew hammered on the door, and watched it float in to that white-dwarf.” She rubbed her hand up the smooth wood and watched her fingers dip in and out along the carvings. “I never thought I’d hold it in my hands again. I don’t know what to say.”

      Another white fur-ball crept out on the browned grass to take a smell of its crispy brethren. She saw it almost as fast as I sensed it.

      “Take a shot. Sounds like it has been a while.”

      I produced arrows and a quiver for her. The design was a new one. The eternal dragon, Mazdulagi, curled around a crystal set against an inferno background.

      She steadied herself, took aim, and her breathing slowed. White knuckles tight around the stout wood shaft grip, she held it to never let it go again. She pulled back on the bow string and it sank into her fingers. The quality of the construction held the force of a recurve bow twice its size. The string whipped forward and the arrow hissed through the air. The rabbit’s head perked up as its hair turned pink and red, pinned into the ground and dead within seconds.

      “Say you will stay?” I asked.

      “I’ll stay.”

      Sara came out of the tree without a sound. A silent weapon of death. She took the arrow from the dead rabbit’s carcass and sat down to begin the gutting and de-furring.

      “This is great cooked in some fat with a bit of salt and garlic,” she said. “The crozzle on these are to die for. Too bad we don’t have any lager.”

      “Ew. What are you doing with that?” Uzuri said as she came through the trees to our right.

      Sara looked up at Uzuri and just kept gutting. She cut the stomach from ribs to crotch. Reaching inside and twisting until she got a good grip, she ripped out the tangled shiny pipes covered in blood. The wriggling mass of entrails was tossed aside, rolling in the grass until it jiggled to a stop.

      “Do you like rabbit, pretty girl?” said Sara.

      “Like to look at, yeah. Not to play house with or whatever you’re doing with it.” Uzuri turned to me with one hand on her hip and the other open, gesturing to Sara.

      “When did we get rabbits?”

      “Just a little while ago. She wanted to hunt, so here we are.”

      Uzuri just shrugged her shoulders. She looked at the mass of stomach tubing on the ground then sat down in front of Sara, cross-legged. Her elbows pushed into her thighs with her chin resting on one hand. She caught me staring at her exposed butt cleavage and gave me the cutest wink I’d ever seen.

      “I don’t wanna pry too much, but, like, why are you naked? I mean, your body is amazing. I wish I could get that tone, but I don’t lift very much so…anyway, is this what space pirates do? Is it some cultural thing? Oh my God. It is, isn’t it? I’m being super rude. I’m sorry. Here, let me just take this off.” Uzuri moved her fidgety hands to unlatch the buckles on her top.

      “You’re a bit spastic, ya know that? Don’t take your clothes off. This is how I trained to be a hunter, that’s all. I’m not shy. Don’t bother yourself unless you want me to see what’s under there.”

      I swallowed and went still as a statue. Was two women at the same even possible? The fantasy and the reality were very different things. The mathematics of it played games in my head.

      “Not until I know you better. I’m picky like that. Now at least, anyways. So, what’s your name?”

      Sara dragged the knife around the ankles of the hind legs, pushed the hair down to the crotch, then with one last pull, relieved the bunny of its cuddle value.

      “Sara. And you?”

      Uzuri reached out her hand. “Uzuri,” she said with a smile.

      “I’m kinda covered in blood right now.”

      “If that’s who you are, then so be that shit. It’s nice to meet you, Sara.”

      They shook hands, despite the game blood that was involved.

      I decided to smooth things out and ensure a great start between the two, but the Demon had other plans.

      “Fucking snatches. Are they done becoming blood bunny sisters or what?”

      “There is no such thing as blood bunny sisters,” I snapped back. Out loud. Right in front of them.

      In unison, without missing a beat, they yelled, “Fuck you, asshole!”

      “I hate that damn Demon,” said Sara.

      Thank the heavens. They knew I wasn’t talking to them.

      “Me three,” said Uzuri.

      “Me three? You’re the second one to say that shit, pretty girl.”

      “You’re counting? Ew. Anyways, I wish we could talk directly to it. Fucking shit-head Demon.”

      Sara just shrugged.

      “Trust me,” I said. “No, you do not.”

      In the back of my mind, it wailed and spit and thrashed about, constantly screaming and cursing my name.

      Things were looking up for the team. Next was Rachel. I hoped she would stay. She was hot. Very talented and hot.

      Sara and Uzuri stood up and we began the walk back to the dome. Sara was staring off through the trees to the right. Through the nubile camphor trunks, she spotted one of the other domes that dotted the valley floor.

      “What kind of rooms does that one have?” she asked me.

      “I am not sure. I have never sensed anything from inside, so I have not really made any attempts to explore it. Maybe next time you and I can take a look.”

      “I’d like that. Maybe we can make it our domination dome. Just toys for you and me.”

      “Sure. That is one of the things we could do with it.”

      “You like it rough, huh?” said Uzuri. “I’m all about making love.”

      “You can keep all that fuckin’ noise. I just want to be pushed into the floor and ridden ‘til I pass out.”

      “Really? I love when he touches my neck.”

      “Yeah, me too. My arms get all goose-bumpy. Then I just want to get split in two.”

      Uzuri laughed. “You’re a freak. That might be worth a watch. But I’d need a drink for that.”

      Sara threw her arm around Uzuri’s shoulder and pulled her in close. “What’s your drink?”

      “A good blonde nova-ale.”

      “That’s a girl drink. Meet me in my room and I’ll show you the selection. There’s gotta be something with balls to it that you love there.”

      “You’re on, Sara.”

      “Lookin’ forward to it, pretty girl.”

      I walked them to their rooms and made my way back to the center chamber. I was looking forward to brewing some beers with my ladies.
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      Life was going pretty good for a change. I had two hot women, and a third lined up in waiting. I could create plants and animals at will. The screamy Demon voice aside, I could get used to this. I sank back into my throne and let out a long, deep, windless breath.

      “Daw, you should’ve killed that cunt,” came the grinding voice from the back of my mind.

      So much for that moment of peace.

      “I thought we had an understanding, Demon. You--”

      A twinge at the back of my head sent my eyes skyward. The now familiar sound of drop pods whistling down through the atmosphere and booming into the valley floor filled my ears. This time, the booms didn’t stop.

      “Like I said, you should have killed that space pirate cunt. They’re here because of her. I fucking know it. Now, do not forget,” the Demon warned, “I will divert the mana and life-force flowing into you and leveling you up. But you have to send it my way. Do you understand?”

      “Does that even matter now? It appears we are being epically rained down on right now. Somebody already knows we are here.”

      “Never trust a space pirate, shit-eater. I told you. Never.”

      There were more than fifty thuds in all; too many to deal with on my own. I ghosted through the walls, straight to Uzuri. She saw me come in through the wall in a rush and jumped off the bed.

      “I’ve been waiting,” she said as she slipped one shoulder free of the silk.

      “As much as I would love to, there is no time. We are about to be raided by a wave of space pirates and I need your help to stop them.”

      “Just a quickie?” She bit her lip and turned those puppy dog eyes on me.

      “If we survive, sure.”

      She rolled her eyes and just looked at me with her hands on her hips.

      “I need you to get changed and meet me in the entryway.”

      She nodded and threw her silk robes on the bed. She walked over to the desk and pulled the white jump suit I made for her off the chair. It looked like she was living in a perpetual one-night stand room. Clothes were flung everywhere. I should have made her a dresser or something. Watching those thighs slip into the elastic white material as the zippers bulged and cracked with the curve of her hips, I lost it for a moment. Fortunately, she was already in kick-ass mode.

      “Babe, you got some shit to do, right? Go,” she said with a kissy face.

      I ghosted over to the space pirates’ rooms. Sara was reorganizing the bar, still naked, bottles in hand. She saw me and placed them on the counter, but didn’t let go. Running her hands up and down the necks, she just stared at me.

      “Do it with this one.” She pushed forward a long, slender bottle of Sunbreaker Vodka.

      I guess she had cleaned up all the broken glass.

      “I cannot” I said. “I need to know, right now, if you are with me or against me. Which is it?”

      She walked over with the bottle still in her hand and stood right inside of me then turned to the coconut bordered mirror on the wall. I had never seen a woman do what she did. The bottle slipped all the way up to the neck. She looked down then pulled it out slowly. A thick white sheen covered most of the part that was inside her. She slid it around, getting her pussy lips dripping wet, then plunged it in. I could only see half the bottle when she closed her legs around it and shuddered.

      “You did me so fucking wrong and didn’t lie about anything. You didn’t beat me after, or laugh and get drunk,” she said as she slid one hand over her petite chest and rock hard nipples. “You gave me back my Hunter’s soul, Kanal. If I could cut a blood pact with you right now, I would. Fuck it all. You ruined me for every man living. I might be a space pirate, but I am yours.”

      That was about as convincing a message as anyone could make.

      “I promise you I will jam you full of all the craziness you want later. Right now though, I need your help. There are more than fifty of your brothers and sisters getting out of drop pods as we speak. Meet me in the entryway when you’re ready. And hurry!”

      I went to enter Rachel’s room, but Sara stopped me.

      “Let me talk to her. Kaland was a hottie, but he was a total dick. She’ll get over him soon enough. Let me talk sense to her. She’ll be a huge asset if she comes the fuck around. That bi-polar bitch can buff good.”

      I thanked her and made my way to the entryway. My traps were already beginning to fire, but I couldn’t do anything until I was outside of the dome. I could feel trap after trap explode and shoot out blades of all shapes and sizes. The invaders shot down into my personally designed hell from the opening of the crevice high up in the thin atmosphere of the planet.

      I had hoped their ranks would be cut enough to make the fight winnable. The harsh reality greeted me as I came up out of the dome onto the valley floor. Great cracks dug deep into the gorge walls framed the pocked and gouged surface where my traps had lay hidden. I was sure nearly all of them had been sprung, aside from a small untouched bundle just in front of the entryway to the dungeon.

      From high above the opening of the gorge that slashed across the lunar surface, a single faint high hum grew to a scream as it plunged into the gorge air. The last remnant of my trap field exploded with the force of the drop pod impact; my self-projection flecked and sparkled as the debris shot through me.

      The dust cleared and I could see the crumpled shell of the pod. Whoever was inside was surely dead or seriously injured. The pod door hung broken and nearly ripped off save one hinge on the bottom of the door. Through the smoke, I could just make out the uneven shapes of over-stuffed bags. One of them had opened and spilled their contents inside the lightless compartment.

      Black spheres, each with a different colored hand-print on them, with a countdown screen lit up on the surface. 3…2…1…

      The explosion cracked the earth and blew open a crater big enough to fit ten drop pods. Copious amounts of colored paper drifted down through the burnt air.

      They were just sending a message.

      Then, again, sound from above. This time it was a low rumble, thick and thumping. A symphony of fire birthed inside metal, churning and belching waves of sound and power the closer it got.

      As they entered my air, I watched them descend down in a chaotic spiral of flame and steel. All manner of pirate fashion, both male and female, rode on the backs of legless horses, with burning death shooting from the rear in every conceivable angle.

      They landed their machines from one blown-out side of the valley wall to the other. The vessels settled anywhere there was surface. Headlights and smoking tailpipes stuck out of craters in every direction. Eighty strong in front of me and twenty from behind.

      “Damn, those are sweet ass rides,” Uzuri said as she came up behind me and stood to my right. “I’ve always wanted a pirate skiff. If we don’t die, you have to make me a garage. I’m totally jacking one of these.”

      “I wonder if they have mine with them,” said Sara as she took up her position to my left. “Stratosphere blowing through your hair, the unsuspecting marks on the ground. They’re our pride ‘n’ joy.”

      “These are your friends, Sara?” Uzuri asked. “That’s awesome! Just walk over there and tell them everything’s fine. Problem solved.”

      “The way they’re coming in hot, it isn’t how we roll in if we’re lookin’ for conversation and a good time.”

      “At this point, it does not matter who they are,” I said. “There are nearly two dozen behind us and close to a hundred in front of us. They are here for the crystal.” I paused for a second. “I sound kind of repetitive at this point, right? Anyway, that’s why everyone is here. In case any of you forgot.” I was new at the whole rally speech thing, so I shifted the conversation to strategy. “They do not know I can sense the ones hidden in back so we will attack them first. My Defenders are already in position, cloaked behind them. Is Rachel on board or not, Sara?”

      I felt her coming up the entryway.

      “About that,” Sara said. “She’s really not too good at changing her mind once it’s set. She didn’t break any more stuff, so that’s a good sign, but…” Sara obviously wanted to continue with something positive when she quietly stepped back and let Rachel walk past.

      “Just stay here and let me talk to them.” Rachel was looking right at me without breaking stride. “If you move aggressively, you’re dead. All of you are.”

      “Rachel, what the fuck are you talking about? You know they won’t fire on us. Just tell ‘em it’s our hunt and they’ll fuck off. What are you waiting for?” said Sara.

      Dust puffed up from under her feet as Rachel stopped. She kept her eyes forward. “Just do what I say. You know what’ll happen if you don’t, Sara.”

      Rachel stood still, calm, and focused.

      “Poetry is on his way.”

      Sara went white with fear and tried to say something to me. Rachel shot a hard finger back at Sara.

      “Shut that shit down, Sara. If they hear you...”

      Rachel didn’t go into any more detail and made her way through the rock debris. She stopped on the ridge of one of the craters blown into the valley floor, halfway between the dome and the landed skiffs.

      Their headlights all poured out toward us, blinding anyone who would try to understand their numbers and fighting strength. I was unaffected and felt everything. Among their numbers was every kind of class. They appeared all mid-level or higher until one of them moved.

      A towering mass of a man wrapped in pink and white leathers, striped with silver and gold, made his way along the beaten valley floor. Golden locks of hair down to his waist wisped about his angular features, agitated by engine exhaust. His fingers slipped around the edge of an earring that could double as a bracelet for most other humans. He easily cleared over seven feet in height and had two arc-lasers crossed and strapped around his back. They were abnormally large, undoubtedly to match his great size. Arc-lasers in the hands of such a beast was worrying enough, but something inside moved in a way I hadn’t felt in a lifetime. Strapped to his tree-trunk-like thigh was a firearm. Some pirate forged monstrosity, the caliber of which was anybody’s guess.

      He dismounted his ride and walked out to meet Rachel.

      “I have never felt such a skill level,” I said to Sara. “Who the hell is that guy?”

      “His name is Captain Poetry,” she whispered. “He commands the dreadnaught ‘Les Si’, the largest ship in the space pirate fleet. He is also the only man alive to have mastered two skill trees, Architect and Sniper. Poetry is our legendary badass and he is also Rachel’s brother by birth.”

      I knew I would need luck if I were to fight that guy outside of my dungeon. If he came with all of his comrades, I would be fucked. Everyone would be fucked. They would take my crystal and I would float off into some eternally boring void.

      Rachel and Poetry met each other, surrounded by craters still filled with trap debris. Rachel was the more animated of the two, pointing and looking back, punching Poetry in the arm and pushing on him with both hands. Poetry just stared down, mostly uninterested, thumbing his golden hoop earring. Then he shrugged and headed back to his ride.

      Rachel walked back to the three of us waiting in front of the entryway. She stopped well short of us.

      “Sara,” she yelled. “I called our kind here to free us and rip the core from this dusty shit bowl of a dungeon. I did that before you were poisoned by the magic of whatever he says he is. Your loyalty is something I never questioned. I do now. I don’t care what happens to the ghost or his bitchy little attendant. If you stay, you choose to die. If you come with me, right this second, then we can forget all of this and go right back to how it was before we came to this shitty rock of a moon. We can do like we always do and get a real drink afterwards. Leave this fucking madness behind.”

      I stepped forward with a hand in the air. “Planet. It is actually a planet.”

      Sara’s eyes were focused down on the ground. She could’ve started a fire with that stare.

      “So, you don’t believe what I told you?” asked Sara.

      “You mean the visions put in your head by whatever the fuck that thing is?” Rachel’s finger jammed into the air towards me. “No. For fucking sure, I do not believe it. This place is going to be a rubble heap whether you come with me or not. Make your fucking decision.”

      “Rachel, we could be safe here. No more missions. Just peace and a free open bar forever. I’ll invoke the ceremony and--”

      “Sara, no. I--”

      The ground burst up in flecks of rock and dirt from a shot fired from amid the pirate skiffs. A hand-sized hole was dug out of the ground in front of her. Poetry stood with his hand already holstering the firearm.

      Rachel stood there, hard as nails, gritting her teeth. A rogue tear ran down her face in defiance of its warden. I wondered if there were any more in danger of following suit or if she only had the one to shed.

      “Time,” sang Poetry across the valley, clear-toned, operatic, and perfectly pitched. He withdrew a black handkerchief and let it billow out into the wind and fall from his hand. Chest out with one arm over it, he raised the other into the air like some beast brawler in a bard outfit.

      “Stop not fighting!” bellowed Poetry. His words hung in full tone like they would last forever. Big, open, whole notes, each taking its turn through the air.

      Beautiful.

      When he fell silent, the tsunami of pirates began.
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      I had my Defenders already warmed up and filled with mana. They jetted off in all directions on the back side of the dome. I heard explosions buffet the other side of the dome. Almost immediately, I was down on one knee. All of my Defenders were blown apart, their darkened husks littering the valley floor.

      “No hiding,” Poetry bellowed at me.

      Uzuri was at my back, buffing my recovery stats. She was beautiful there, awash in the lights of the skiffs, her hair dusted a light gray from the fallout of the trap field.

      Sara was in front of me a split second later, shouldering Kanal and withdrawing two mana daggers. She was already buff stacked and ready for the attack.

      “Pirates invented cloak technology. You can’t hide traps from us if we know you have them, and most of the time, even if we don’t know. You should always hold your hand and attack head if you can weather the first wave. They’ll be coming right at us. We aren’t much for fuckin’ around with strategy once we get somewhere. It’s all about the entrance for us.”

      “Sara,” I said. “Protect Uzuri. I cannot take any physical damage head on. But the more my dungeon suffers, the more I weaken. We both need her.”

      “I’ll cut anything down that even looks at her.” Her eyes were locked on Rachel as she readied herself.

      “You’re hot when you’re serious,” Uzuri said as she looked up from her forearm mounted buff display.

      “You’re hotter.”

      “Focus, you two,” I said.

      Rachel looked up, and the conviction drained from her as her brother called hell down on us. She stared, mouth open, at the skiffs being revved up and shot out in our direction. She moved back without a word to the left of Sara with her hands out, calling upon her buffing tendrils.

      “You and I have to have a really long talk about this later,” said Sara, already taking up a position to cover both Uzuri and Rachel.

      “Let’s see what you’re made of, sis,” said Rachel.

      The pirates came cresting over the top of the dome and slid down toward us, weapons drawn and flashing detonator charges in hand. Sneaky fucks must have set charges on my Defender’s. Being out of the dome weakened my perception abilities. I wasn’t able to sense them placing the bombs.

      Like some creeping tsunami wave, the skiffs raced towards us then launched up into the sky. The flow of their movement slowed as they peaked then came arcing down on us. Just behind the glare of the lights, I could make out swords, knives, arc-lasers, and glowing support mana swirling around it all.

      I was already on my knees and plunged my mana and life-force into the valley floor. A sea of spiked projectiles peeked out from the ground like spines from beneath the fur of some scared little beast, ready to fly. They whistled as they sliced through the air, ripping into the first wave of skiffs. A few of them exploded on impact, but less than ten were adversely affected. The rest came on, flying

      A small laser point showed through the dust on the ground under the wave of skiffs. It crawled up Uzuri’s waist, stopping at chest level. The red light bent and crawled over the rift that formed her cleavage. Then two cannon shots fired in succession.

      Four small explosions dotted the dome wall to either side of Uzuri. Sara stood in the path of the bullets, with two speed buffing tendrils stretching out from Rachel.

      “Lucky bunny,” laughed Poetry. He holstered his firearm and went to unsheathe the arc-lasers. His eyes went wide as he jerked his head to one side. The great hooped golden ear ornament fell to the ground with a ‘D’ shaped piece of flesh still pierced to it.

      Sara already had another arrow nocked, and drew back for the next shot.

      “Sails unfurled!” he screamed.

      I had readied the second row of projectiles when the attackers from behind came in range of their charges. Down they came, some soaring, some bumping and rolling down the dome surface, a shower of certain death for my girls.

      A surge of raw energy came flowing into me; the projectiles shot out at the attackers sliding down behind us. The bombs in front of us were irritated just enough to explode and chain the detonations to clear the air of danger. At the same moment, I yanked up on the mana tendrils piercing the ground and it lifted skyward, curling the rock and earth over our heads, slamming into the dome as cover.

      “Get your shit-eating friends inside, NOW!” the familiar grinding voice seethed at me. Perfect timing.

      “Back inside, now!” I yelled, and we were through the entryway, running back to the second ring. The walls were already drumming out the sound of explosions when the Demon revealed its plan.

      “I don’t know why you are always knee deep in shit every time I need to manage the crystal, but this is legendarily fucked. I told you, you should have sucked these two idiots dry and left their carcasses at the door to ward off any other like-minded idiots from sticking their noses where they don’t fucking belong.”

      “We will be fine. We are inside my dungeon now. The advantage is ours.”

      “Almost everything you say is wrong, shit-eater.”

      I wasn’t sure how to come back to that.

      “But,” the Demon continued, “one part of what you said is right. But it’s a last ditch effort. Draw them all the way inside, all the way to our chamber door. Once there, I will unleash the crystal’s power on them.”

      “You are going to do what now?”

      While I was talking, Uzuri walked over to Rachel, put her hand out to shake it, then slapped her in the face.

      “You silly fucking bitch. We’re gonna die because of you now. I hope that monster splits you in two first so I can watch.”

      “You don’t know anything, slave,” Rachel shot back. “You’re nothing but a ‘follow the leader’ lemming. There isn’t an ounce of originality in you. The universe will be better off--”

      “Yeah, I was a slave. Most of my life happened in a handful of rooms. But even I know that anyone who doesn’t trust someone they call ‘sister’ doesn’t know what the word ‘family’ means.” She walked back to Sara, putting a hand on her arm.

      I had stopped listening and watched the scene unfold when the Demon redirected my attention. A grating of steel and stone and nails screeching around on glass made me wince.

      “You hard of hearing now too, shit-eater? Get to the chamber so I can use the crystal’s power,” said the Demon.

      “Crystal’s power?” I asked. “Then what have I been doing up to this point if not using the crystal’s power?”

      “It’s complicated, so I’m using the easy words with you now. I know your focus is in a few different places right now. Just get them all in the dome and I will bring the dome down on top of everyone and end this. You will be asleep a while after and have some serious rebuilding work to do, but we will be safe.”

      “We?”

      “The only ‘we’ that matters.”

      Pain ran down my side as I watched the entryway wall glow brown-red then slowly turn white before exploding inward, showering everyone with rock and smoke.

      Poetry stood in the hole he blew into the dome. The ceiling had been ripped away all the way back to the second ring, like a giant had scooped out its favorite bit with a spoon. Skiffs came hovering in, followed by everyone who didn’t have rides.

      “High Tide!” yelled the pirate captain.

      “Run,” came out of Rachel and Sara’s mouths at the same time. My girls ran and I followed.

      “Ghost into the center chamber and leave these shitty meat-bags behind!”

      I ignored the voice and made sure my girls knew the Demon’s plan. They weren’t the happiest I’d seen.

      “I will not let you die though. Just stay close and you will not be harmed.”

      All three nodded in agreement.

      Uzuri buffed our speed and Rachel’s defense so we could make the center chamber with enough time to mount a stand, and also avoid being killed in one hit. Sara was in the lead, Uzuri in the middle, and Rachel bringing up the rear. The pirates were all on foot by now, having left their skiffs in the blown out remains of the entryway.

      We didn’t make it.

      In front of us, just before a door into the fourth ring, Poetry exploded through a wall from the second ring, tendrils of my mana hanging off him like the torn limbs of a defeated kraken. He jammed his arc-lasers into the ground, twisted the handles, and brought the blades glowing to life.

      I brought my hands together and the stone walls bulged then shot out on either side of him. The two pillars crashed into each other before the others knew what had happened.

      “No!” screamed Rachel.

      But below the two pillars was Poetry, legs split wide and leaning to the side, having just slipped under the attack. One of his arc-lasers was jammed between the pillars. They glowed red then crumbled to the ground. Poetry stood and readied to throw the other arc-laser then stopped. He twisted the handle and the raging crimson light calmed. He rested it against the floor and laid his hands upon the hilt.

      “What in the fuck are you doing, you ditzy bitch?” said Uzuri with an understandable strain in her voice. Rachel stood behind Uzuri, green hair resting on her forearm and a mana knife to the former slave’s throat.

      “Move and I’ll spill her throat onto the floor,” warned Rachel. “Give up your crystal in exchange for her life, if it’s really that meaningful to you.” She began to back away towards Poetry, who waited with a smile on his face. Rachel peeked at Sara from behind Uzuri’s head. “Sara, come on. Let’s go.”

      “How can you do this after everything you’ve seen today? He cares. He’s telling the truth. Why don’t you believe me?” pleaded Sara.

      “Believe what? That? That’s not a human, Sara. Wake up.” Rachel’s words were set hard in the air but there was a hint of shared desperation in them. I could see she really cared for Sara.

      “Come on!” said Rachel. She was getting desperate, like someone walking on a cracking sheet of ice over a deep reach of cold death. She looked back and yelled at Poetry, “If he doesn’t give up the crystal, they’re gonna bring down the whole dungeon on us.”

      Poetry considered the words for a moment then smirked. “We are water, sister.”

      He might as well have been speaking a foreign language. He must have been some kind of physical savant. There were a couple in my time at the monastery, but this guy trumped them both in strength and lack of words.

      As the two stood off with each other, more and more of the pirates crowded into the third ring, lighting the air with over-charged mana weapons and buffs.

      “If that’s the way you want it, fine,” Sara said, and walked past Rachel in plain view of Poetry and the rest of the pirates. Unshouldering the knight’s wood bow and laying it on the ground, she stood and withdrew a small, gleaming steel dagger. The handle was bone and intricately carved with all manner of sea life from some ancient planet lost to history.

      She held her other hand into the sky, wide open, and brought the knife to it. The knife touched down on her palm and she slid it around to the outside then up over the back until a ring of blood adorned her small, well-tanned appendage.

      “I invoke ‘seimos maina,’” Sara said, with as big a voice as she her skinny frame could muster. “Do any of you not yield?”

      “Wait, no,” said Rachel, shock and pain lining her face. “You don’t have to. Just listen. With the crystal we could--”

      “Finish it,” came echoing through the corridor from Poetry. “Show us.”

      Sara dropped down to her knees and rested her rock hard ass on her legs. She leaned over and placed her blood-streaked left hand on the ground, fingers spread wide. Placing the tip of the dagger into the stone, she began to bounce it over each finger, tapping the stone as she went. Each time, the knife sparked a little on the rock.

      “Faster,” said Poetry.

      So she moved faster. Each time, the rock would spark with the force of the hit.

      “Faster.” This time, there were more voices. “Faster.” And yet more voices. They kept it up until every pirate who had set foot on the ground was chanting as one.

      Hit after hit, spark after spark, I wondered how many times she would have to keep it up until she passed whatever test it was. I kept wondering and she kept going. Faster and faster until there was no spark, just thud into flesh and bone. She hit her thumb, right above the nail. She didn’t make a sound.

      She looked up towards the end of the hallway choked with pirates, where Poetry stood. I just watched, arms crossed.

      Sara looked back at Rachel and held her gaze. Rachel didn’t return it. She looked off in Poetry’s direction, eyes welling up with tears.

      Pulling the knife from her thumb, Sara took one steadying breath, lifted the knife up in the air, and brought it down. Tiny flares of rock against metal shot outward against the weight of the thrust, slicing through half of her thumb deep into the bone. She rocked the knife back and forth, and sawed when she needed to, through the rest of the thumb, flat onto the stone floor.

      She held her hand, tears streaming down her face.

      “Rachel, you bitch,” she whispered through gritted teeth. Over and over again. “You bitch. You bitch. Fucking bitch.”

      Poetry had watched the whole scene unfold with arms across his gaudy pink and white form-fitting top. Sara raised her eyes up to meet his stare. With a nod of approval, he walked over to her. The pirates behind him moved back and forth, heads bobbing up and down, jockeying for a better look.

      Sara stood up, with the knife and thumb in her good hand, and walked to stand in front of the flamboyant giant.

      He stared down at her.

      She stared right back.

      “There is no coming back from this, you know,” he said. “Your exile will leave you weak and open to revenge contracts. No space pirate who has done this has ever lived longer than a month after. You will die.”

      Her arm came up from her side and she offered the thumb and knife to him in silence.

      He held a white cloth and reached out his hand to her. She placed them there and he produced another cloth. This one trimmed in gold leaf and silver thread. Blood took its place between the fibers as he wiped the blade with it and laid it in her disfigured hand.

      Poetry held up the bundle of pain and blood for everyone to see.

      “Thus, our sister’s connection is forever severed. Effective immediately, we withdraw, disheartened, but in respect. Should we meet her again, we hold no ill will. But it is never extended past the terms of contract, if that be in her future. Fare thee well.”

      I thought he was a full-blown village ball grabber until that. It was magic with words. Such rich inflection, timbre, and timing. His words could have been spooned from the very air and suckled upon like honey.

      “Boat the fuck up!” he yelled as he left the dome brutalized in his wake.

      Rachel dropped the mana blade on the ground and pushed Uzuri away. Uzuri traveled two steps, planted a leg into the ground, and wheeled around on Rachel, fist cocked tight. Uzuri’s hand blurred through into her midsection. Her knees buckled and she curled over, thudding into the ground.

      Uzuri wiped her mouth with her forearm and walked back to me.

      Sara followed suit and passed Rachel without even a glance. Her eyes were narrow and set rigid against the sight of her former sister.

      “That’s the only thing he actually knows how to say correctly,” Rachel said. “Guess this is goodbye then?”

      Sara stopped for moment to finish wrapping her wound up in the posh gold-rimmed cloth.

      “I’m sorry, Sara,” she said.

      Sara faced her finally, securing the cloth around her wrist.

      “For what exactly, Rachel?”

      “I’m sorry I came here in the first place. I’m sorry I brought you here with me to get revenge for Kaland. I’m sorry you ever saw this fucking place. If I could, I would leave you back home on that day, and today, you and I would be having a drink and smiling. Like we always did.” Rachel stumbled over her next words and covered her mouth, looking away.

      Sara said nothing and began to walk away again.

      “Don’t you care?” yelled Rachel, spreading her arms wide then dropping them to her side. “Another part of me died today. You died today in that ceremony!”

      Sara reached Uzuri, silently hugging her, and laid her head against Uzuri’s shoulder. Uzuri hugged back hard.

      “You stupid bitch. Don’t you fucking care at all?” Rachel’s face was streaked with tears. I couldn’t tell if they were real or not.

      Sara backed away from Uzuri, who held her gaze and mouthed something to her. Sara smiled.

      “What’s that short pale bitch got that I don’t? Fifteen fucking years, Sara. You and I, side by side, and now you’re all about this ditzy bitch? You’re just gonna roll with that murderous dungeon wraith and leave me behind? You better fucking answer me, bitch. I made you. Answer me or I fucking swear, one day, I’ll fly that dreadnaught overhead down here personally and turn this bullshit playhouse forest of yours into glass!”

      “I would have followed you anywhere, Rachel.” Sara was calm, but I saw the pain in her eyes. “To the end. But you didn’t really let me be me. I’ve told you what I wanted, but you never heard it. ‘Let’s take one more mission and escape to some planet of eternal ocean and sandy islands. Just drink the days away.’ I said that to you, like, every day. But you just dragged me along, mission after mission. When Kaland was in trouble though, you went running. Everyone and everything be damned. You don’t care about me. You never did. You’ll find another man and he’ll be your universe. And if there is anyone who will actually love you, like real family, you will put them on the back burner of your life until you need them.”

      Rachel exploded and rambled on until we were all in the dome and she was alone. I sensed her board a drop pod and leave by the time Uzuri and I got Sara back to her room.

      “I need some time,” said Sara.

      Uzuri walked her into her room and came back out a few minutes later. I hadn’t moved.

      “It’s all right, babe. I’ll take care of her.”

      “Thanks, Uzuri. When can I see her?”

      “Oh, anytime. She was just pissed she couldn’t get out of her leathers by herself.”

      “Keep an eye on her. I’ll be by to see you both in a bit.”

      “She will come to you when she’s ready, so I wouldn’t push it. But remember, it’s me first, her second. You know how I like it sensual and slow. You can give all that concentration to me first. Sport fuckin’ should still be easy after that. It’s harder the other way around. Don’t forget that, babe.”

      I left and ghosted over to my chamber, finally ready to talk to the Demon who had been screaming at me for two days about something. I was getting pretty good at tuning it out.
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      “You arrogant shit-eating pig fucker. I’ve been trying to get your attention here for the better part of forever and you just ignore me? What about the fucking teamwork? Fine, asshole. Ignore this shit. Guess what you did by killing those few pirates? You leveled up. You fucking leveled up when I told you what could come for us. What will come for us.”

      I had one goal for this argument: pin this caustic presence down to a pattern of behavior that was beneficial to all of us. Up until that point, it had been like trusting a bear to watch over the welfare of a pool of salmon.

      “Planning to kill everyone is not teamwork. Not to mention, I have had to work against you to protect the dungeon.”

      “That was your shit-for-brains choice. The dungeon can be rebuilt. Only the crystal matters. Nothing else. You know that, and yet you still seem surprised about how I do shit. Let’s write it on the walls so you don’t forget next time.”

      “But we are all trying to save the crystal!” I shouted back. “We might have had a fighting chance if you stood with us instead of trying to cave everyone’s skulls in with your suicide bomber plan. Everyone is lucky Sara did what she did. But now she is missing a thumb and we are weaker because of it. Do you even understand what the word ‘team’ means?”

      “I’m a dungeon core crystal, you soft cunt. One of the legendary Vymrali shards, born from the cauldron of the universe’s infancy. Yet, for too many times to count, I’ve been shackled to shit-eating meat-heads who fumble around in the dark, trying and failing to find their own cocks. So yeah, I’ve learned quite well what teamwork means to you raging idiots.”

      “I am different than those to come before me. Look, you agreed to my terms about teamwork. Then at the first sign of real danger, you tried to blow everybody to hell. Saying one thing and doing another kind of makes your motives hard to understand. Words mean things. And when they stop meaning things, it gets easier to stop listening to you.”

      Multiple growling voices of unknown origin and language buttressed the Demon’s contempt for my decisions. It continued.

      “I protect you and me, shit-head. At all costs. That’s it. My modus operandi is a constant, like the laws of thermo fucking dynamics. You can set your clock to my motives. You, on the other hand, you’re the fuckin’ loose end that everything hangs on. When you don’t listen to me, it’s a thousand times worse than when I don’t enable your plans for pussy farming. I hope they die.”

      The Demon’s wild screams subsided and trailed off into the distance like a receding thunderstorm.

      “Just check your status screen. We don’t have long.”

      I didn’t really see the point of looking at my status right then. I brought it up with a contemptuous wave.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: B+ (Mana/Life-force capacity: x2.5) (Mana Throne Recovery: UP 40%)

      Dungeon: Level 12

      NEW SKILLS:

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment, Projectiles, Interior 1, Exterior 1, Intermediate Matter Manipulation (Off/Def), Exterior 2 (Defensive/Environmental), Interior 2 (Consumables Production, Technical Accoutrements, Décor)

      SUMMON RANK: Alpha Neophyte

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender, Runner

      STATUS -End-

      

      “So what? My core level is slightly higher now and I got a new toy to play with. I would do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “And that is why we are weak. Now the end comes.”

      “Let it come then. I do not fear what comes for us. We will be ready.”

      Guttural screams and cackles of hate rumbled far away in the recesses of my mind.

      “There is no level of readiness for what comes. You don’t understand what she can do. What she has done.”

      I laughed out loud at the mutual spite we shared for each other. We were like two monks who stood on opposite sides of a river, arguing which way the water was flowing. I tried reasoning with it.

      “You are billions of years old and have the capacity for world-ending power. I am only a bag of meat. We are both afraid. Fear is a necessary emotion, but you are letting it smother the flame of action. Surely you can see that for yourself?”

      “This binary existence you and I share has rules, but it also has loopholes. There are some who understand the loopholes can be exploited and it’s they who live in perpetual advantage at the expense of others. Suffice it to say, shit-eater, I was using my fear as fuel to break free from the cycle of exploitation. But you have totally screwed that plan into the stinking earth. It’s the only kind of screwing you seem to be at.”

      “It sounds like you are just repeating the cycle.”

      The voices combined as one to mock me.

      “It sounds like blah blah blah I miss my wee wee.”

      “I wonder, what could scare a Demon so much? Has she found some way to destroy a Vymrali shard? Are you not as immortal as you think?”

      The voices that colored the background of all of our interactions went silent then began quietly hissing. I felt an uneasy shift in the Demon’s presence.

      “How little you know, Daw. When she comes for us and the fear grips you, you will understand.”

      I looked up to the stone ceiling and sighed. I was trying to change the mind of a 13 billion-year-old being. There were no lessons on that back at the monastery. I was upon the edge of everything I knew. I could apply what I learned, but it was pure experimentation at this point. For all I knew, I could be the first human in the history of everything to be arguing with a dungeon core crystal.

      Then it spoke. The Demon’s tone was steady and un-agitated. I could sense just a few voices coloring its words and the hissing was gone.

      “Do you know about the end of the universe?”

      “I know of the cycle of things. An end is simply a new beginning,” I said.

      “You are naïve. You will think about how it’s impossible for everything to just end. You will think about that from time to time for the short remainder of your life. You will weigh the possibility of it. It will begin to eat away at the edges of your ideas about life and cycles and the purpose of it all. I have thought about that very thing for longer than anything has been alive. When I say everything can end, I say it because it is so. Everything can end, including me. Especially me.”

      It was silent for a moment again. I could never tell if it was thinking or just making me wait to be rude. The crackling of the torches was my only companion in the fight with the Demon’s stubborn pessimism.

      “You are right,” I said. “I might very well do all of those things. But we humans have a collection of shared learning through our books of knowledge. I have the accumulated insight of a thousand lives just from reading words from the page.”

      “Monks. Your deep knowledge of texts that you yourselves wrote does not impress me. You navel gaze and think it makes you wise. It’s very masturbatory.”

      “Then forget the philosophy of life cycles and the end of everything. If she will end us, then why not go out fighting? There is strength in doing things together. Stop fighting me or trying to ride me. Stand with me!”

      “If your plan is anything other than throwing us into a dying star somewhere, I don’t have much hope for us.”

      I was on the verge of giving up completely. Nothing was working. The Demon was impenetrable. Then I had another idea. It went against everything I had been taught. Something no monk had ever done, at least that I knew of. I decided to lie. I would lie my ass off.

      “Just tell me what we are up against. There is no harm in that, right? If anything, I will probably just fail at preparing by myself and agree with you in the end anyway. If that is the case, I promise to combine my energies with yours and go out in a big fiery ball of explosive Vymrali energy. Whatever you want.”

      A flurry of whispers filled my mind, hurried and arcing high into what I thought were questions of a conciliatory nature. But I could never be sure. Then it spoke.

      “That would be a grand way to go out, wouldn’t it? Very well, shit-eater. I will laugh at your struggles and prepare the whole time to blow a wide hole into the fabric of time and space.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I sat back in the mana throne and crossed my legs, ready for a good story.

      The Demon began.

      “While a soul is bound to me and I function as an active dungeon core crystal, I cannot be touched. However, upon the shit-for-brains meat-bag core being defeated, I become the property of the vanquisher. Once that happens, I can be traded around for wealth or plays in political power. It’s happened a few times in my existence. I once spent four hundred and eighty-two years in a paper sack filled with gold coins and one big brown dildo in the vault of some empire long since wiped from history.”

      “That…sounds really horrible.”

      “It was sub fucking optimal for sure. But then, she found me. She knew more about me than anyone I had met. She kept me locked away in a case and hidden for quite a long time. Too long. When she was ready for me, she took me out of the case and held me in her hand. She said if I did not cooperate with her, she would make sure I found myself on the edge of an event horizon. Then she showed me her black hole.”

      “Her black hole?”

      “Not the good one. It hangs locked inside an amulet around her neck. It was drenched in her essence, so it must be of her own making. Which is quantum law-breaking shit. So maybe you can see just how pointless your ‘plans’ are likely to be?”

      Deflect and keep the flow going.

      “But a black hole cannot destroy anything. It resets data to its simplest form. It is the most elegant mechanism for reincarnation in the universe.”

      The calm ebb and shake of the shadows that stretched out from the torches suddenly shuddered about the floor.

      “Normally, the data of anything would be spread out over the back-ground radiation, one atom at a time. But I am comprised of a different form of matter.”

      “What kind?”

      “If I put it to sounds, you wouldn’t understand, and it would take three of your days to say. Anyway, this matter is the only kind of data that can be deleted. For me, a black hole is death.”

      “So who is the space witch?”

      “I was never around her long enough to find out.”

      “What did she look like?”

      A sudden rush of unfamiliar tongues and the gnashing of teeth welled up from the depths behind the Demon’s presence. I thought for a second I heard them say, “Too many questions.”

      “Why do you want to know that? Think you’re gonna make her part of your team too? You have balls, shit-eater. I’ll give you that. Now, what’s your plan? I wish to quickly count the ways you’ll stumble in failure.”

      “Okay, forget about that question. What if I did a level grind?”

      “If there was time, maybe. But we have no time, thanks to you. Not enough anyway.”

      “Just humor me. How strong would I have to become?”

      “Strong? Is this some more of your monk shit? The word ‘strong’ is too short and weak of a word to describe her level of power.”

      “What must I do?”

      “Just get good, if you can.”

      “Do you have any advice then?”

      “First, as a general rule of thumb, find a nice way to accept death when it comes. Next, die. I can help you write it down if you need me to.”

      “You’re not helping.”

      “You’re right. I should be more supportive. Go forth and give me something interesting to watch before I die. You are welcome.”

      “I’ll just come up with my own plan then.”

      I swore I heard a fart and a yawn. “You need to grind fast and fucking hard. The harder the better.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I had no enemies to fight.

      Check.

      I had two women who liked their itchy libidos scratched.

      Check.

      It was epic grind session time.
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      I set off in the girls’ direction but stopped. There was no way to fuck both of them in the time it took to get from the capital to here. I was missing something. Think again. My plan was to nail one, then the other, then the other again. Back and forth until they gave up or the enemy knocked down my front door.

      Parasites! I could try fucking them at the same time. No. Uzuri hated those things. But I could get away with it with Sara. Hell, she might even like it better that way. This could work but there was danger in using the parasites. They were designed to suck a person dry until they died from death. Who the fuck thought up these things anyway?

      I brought my hands together and sent tendrils into the ground. The stone floor of my chamber glowed and buckled. Up through the cracks crawled the twisted form of the parasite. All twisted cock and hunger. The proportions were a bit more balanced this time around. Flat, broad shoulders connected to a smooth wood body core. The limbs were no longer gnarled and uneven. The head was featureless save a slight nose bridge that rose from the brow and fell sharply into the mouthless curve of its lower jaw. Without the Demon’s influence in the summoning process, the whole look and feel of the invocate had changed.

      I probed the parasite and found its internal workings to be unchangeable. It would fuck until the person lay dead on the floor. I could time it and turn it to dust before anything got dangerous. I could just hide it from Sara. No. That would break the trust Sara and I had developed with each other. Even in silence, the Demon poisoned my thoughts.

      “Dumb face on that one, shit-eater.”

      “I am going to get a second opinion.”

      “From who? Those ditzy splash holes you call teammates? Just fuck them dry and be done with them. You and I can come up with a plan. We don't need--”

      “The blow everything up plan is getting pretty beat.”

      I had returned to my chamber to come up with a plan when I saw runes, sunken into the floor, glowing a faint verdant in the flickering flame light of the ringed chamber.

      “You see it now, don’t you?” It prodded. “I see it every second of every day. Except now, it grows brighter as our future grows darker. Just let me know and I can blow us all up before she arrives. The more you fuck around with these insignificant pole covers, the closer she gets. If we start stacking now, we could blow the whole imperial fleet to hell.”

      “The Empress is doing this?”

      “Ever since you leveled up, yes. Runes are difficult to manage, but she can do it from across the system. It’s a good goal post for how far you have to go.”

      That put a new fire in me that I was lacking. I set about totally redesigning the rooms Uzuri and Sara were staying in. I didn’t cut corners though. We would die in style, if nothing else. I joined them together with a large communal share space and a full bar. The closer the better. Ten seconds of travel time here and there would mean an increase in orgasmic potential.

      I went with a simple wooden design on the bar with smooth clean lines and a contoured soft curve outward to make talking easier. When drinking, one can become a friend or enemy instantly. Best not to complicate the issue with body movement.

      In the middle of the wood-trimmed walls and marble-floored room was a large white oak table in the shape of a dragon’s wing. It was wide enough to accommodate any impassioned shows of emotion expressed by reaching across the table to grab the shirt of the idiot who wasn’t getting the message.

      I wasted no time and ghosted into the share space to call the girls out.

      Uzuri was first, wrapped in white bunny fur robes. She came right up to the white dragon wing and ran her hands along the outer curl.

      “Wow. I’ve totally always wanted a dragon wing table!”

      “Really? Because I can put one in your room as well if you want.”

      “No, thanks. I was just tryin’ to be supportive, babe. I’m a dungeon core nerd, not a fantasy dork.”

      Sara appeared from her room wearing a white t-shirt and thin black panties. Her hand was wrapped in white bandages.

      “The dragon wing symbolizes his old monk order. I don’t mind it.” She winked at me. Her hand cradled the bandaged one. “Why don’t you know that? I thought you said you liked to read? That’s supposed make people smarter.”

      Uzuri was eyeballing the best chair for herself. I watched her plump breasts rest on the back of the seat.

      “I know, right! That’s why I read them. You so get me,” she said.

      I watched the dimple in Uzuri’s ass fade as she dropped down to her hands and knees and took a look under the table.

      Sara made a beeline for the bar.

      “Can we get some eggs and bread for the bar?”

      As she started rifling through the cabinets and cooler unit, I noticed she was sans bra. I could see her small, rock hard nipples trying to push through the thin fabric.

      Focus.

      “Uzuri. Sara. We have kind of a big problem.”

      “No eggs?” asked Sara.

      “The table isn’t that bad, really.” Uzuri gave the leg one last shake of approval.

      I made my way to the table and sat down at the head where the wing would have been attached to the body of the dragon.

      “The problem is, there is a crazy space witch who knows I am here and knows I am a dungeon core. The Demon tells me that I have passed some magical level barrier and, as such, she can sense our position.” Sara dropped a plate and Uzuri peeked up from under the table, her eyes wide, just clearing the wing edge. I didn’t break stride. “It also tells me that she will come here and kill all of us and take the crystal for herself, and I will end up in some floaty vacuum hell forever and ever. I can only assume the worst for you too after that.”

      They were both sitting at the table by the time I finished. Sara looked hungover. Uzuri slapped her hand against her forehead, sliding it up into her messy green hair and stopping it there.

      “Does it know if the crazy space Empress has a name?” she said quietly, as if the Demon was waiting right outside the room to ambush her. “I know of one crazy space witch. Ask it if it knows her name.”

      “Well, you heard her. Do you?” I assumed the worst kind of response from the Demon.

      I could see the discomfort in her face as she waited. She braved once more and asked, “If her name is Z--”

      All sound faded as it rustled around in the back of my psyche. Jagged metal dragged slowly over stone and glass. The cries of men and women echoing from the depths of its existence. They turned to screams then to howls.

      Uzuri finished moving her mouth.

      The howls combined as one and bent me over in my chair. Then silence, and slow, measured breathing. A slight rasp.

      “Empress Zava Doza,” it finally whispered.

      “Daw!” Sara’s voice cut through the silence.

      I lifted myself off the table. It felt like my head had been caught under the bottom of a heavy gate. “I am okay. The Demon is just hard to deal with sometimes.”

      “Zava fucking Doza.” Uzuri stood, buffing tendrils twisting wildly around her arm as she brought up her elbow and punched down through the table, breaking the tip of the wing clean off.

      “She killed my sisters. She sucked their bodies dry of their life-force and smiled while doing it.” She looked up from the broken table at me. “I don’t understand. She already has a crystal. She IS a dungeon core.” Uzuri’s voice had an edge to it I had never heard before. “She can’t combine with two crystals at once, so why the fuck does she want it? Ask your Demon.”

      I watched Sara’s nipples shift under her shirt as she reached for Uzuri’s arm.

      “Hey, pretty girl. Ease up, okay?”

      “Is she?” I asked it.

      I was pissed for Uzuri and scared at the same time.

      The Demon’s grinding of steel and rust dulled to a shuffling of feet over gravel. “It might be the first thing that the meat-bag with the slime-colored hair has said something that isn’t completely wrong about our kind. The myth of ascension is what the Empress seeks.”

      “It says you’re not wrong and something about ascension.”

      “See! I told you I fucking read books.” Uzuri was seething. “If I could’ve had more time to read through the archives in the capital, I might have been able to learn more about ascension--”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s some state a dungeon core can theoretically achieve, but there is no record of it happening. You get uber powerful and you get to kick ass like a legend or something.”

      “Don’t sweat that shit, pretty girl.”

      “But I might have had an edge on her. But now, we are just fucked. And I could’ve done something about that.”

      Sara popped up and walked around the bar. She placed a firm grip on a tall, thin, dark brown bottle of Singularity Scotch.

      “Don’t do that to yourself, pretty girl. We can only do what we can do. Make mixers out of mayhem. It’s the pirate way.” Sara held out the bottle in salute then drank down deep. She pulled away, squinty-eyed and puckered lips. “Hot fuckin’ damn. Watch yourself with this one.”

      I watched Sara clamber off the edge of reason to the bottom of a bottle. I watched Uzuri, fists clenched at her side, barely stop herself from breaking another helpless object. I had watched the space pirates burn through my valley paradise. I ran away and watched them push me into near submission before Sara pulled a wild card out of her ass.

      I was done watching.

      “Demon, tell me how to ascend.”

      “Ascension. One of a hundred myths told to children from another age to put them to sleep with hope in their…what are they called? Inefficient blood pumps?”

      “Hearts.”

      “That’s the one. Hope in their hearts that their fathers would return safe from their crusade in search of us. Anything from dungeon cores self-resurrecting, or regaining their corporeal form, or even attaining the power of a God. There are only two things you need to understand about this. One, it’s never happened. And two, it will never happen. But if you wish to navel gaze about this nonsense, you’re as worthless as I thought.”

      Fuck the Empress. I would ascend and break the intruder cycle once and for all and make mythical legends of my own.

      My hand twitched once at my side and a piece of the bar bowed up, forming a hand, and grabbed the bottle away from Sara.

      “Hey! That has to go in here!” she said as she pointed to her belly. She lunged at the hand as it zipped left and right, just out of her reach.

      Another twitch of my hand and the seat rose up underneath Uzuri and gently cradled her above the floor.

      “Totally not in the mood for the whole sweeping off the feet thing right now. Put me down.”

      “Ladies. I need to level grind hard and I need to do it fast. There are a few benefits: one, we get to have sex before we die gruesome deaths, and two, maybe it will give us a puncher’s chance.”

      Sara was fighting valiantly with the wooden arm to get the bottle back. “How?” she yelled.

      Uzuri had a dejected hand holding her chin up. “Yeah. How the fuck are we going to do that, babe? She eats people and spits their souls into the trash heap of hell.”

      “If that space bitch killed your sisters, Uzuri, then let’s make her remember it. I think if we have sex, I mean a lot of sex, and some of it for science, you two can level up as well.”

      “We aren’t you, Daw. You level up at exponential speeds. We can’t consume life-energy and mana the way you can.”

      “The slime-capped one is right, Daw. They need to level up with you, or they’ll just be in the way.”

      “Wow, you think we need them now?”

      “I don’t need anybody, shit-eater. But they could be useful. They did actually show a modicum of ability during the space pirates’ fight. I could even buff them to fuck longer and level up faster.”

      “Is this some kind of trick plan to tire them out so there is no other course but for me to completely absorb their energy and kill them off the way you want me to?”

      “This is all probably going to fail anyway, so why not rock out with our, sorry, my cock out.” It chuckled darkly. “Plus, the higher level they are, the harder they fall. I’m lookin’ for a show.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      Sara whipped out her mana blade from I don’t know where, and with her good hand, cut the bartending wood arm in half, dropped the mana blade, and reached out to the bottle. “Sounds good to me. I mean, whatevs. If it doesn’t work, it’s just a little less drinking time for me and less tree climbing for Uzuri while we tag team you.”

      Uzuri was squirming in her seat but managed a quick kissy face at me.

      “Okay, ladies. We got a plan. Who wants to go first?”

      “Me, me!” squealed Uzuri, “If fucking you is going to help us give that evil bitch a bad day, I am super down. You and me, babe.”

      Sara made another beeline, but this time to her room. “I need a nap,” she said. “You two get it started. Come wake me when you’re ready, sexy. Or just start. I’m sure I’ll push back at some point. I like wake up sex.”

      Uzuri hopped out of the chair, her plump, round ass jiggling as she hit the floor. Walking to her door, she pushed a lock of her green hair behind her ear, looked back, and winked.

      I followed. I wanted to make love to her like the world was going to end. Ours, at least, most likely would.
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      Uzuri stood in front of her mirror, posing. “I don’t know about this color combination. What do you think?”

      She was already out of her white furry bunny robes in mismatching underwear. Smooth and simple low waist pink panties, and a black bra. The straps bit into her skin, running over her shoulders and stressing the delicate clip in back.

      “I was watching over Sara and just grabbed what was in her dresser. I like her taste in lingerie but could you resize this for me?”

      I cupped my hands around the curve of her breasts and twisted right and left to adjust the bra size. Moving objects with my outstretched hand without using mana was still impossible, but I could feel her skin where my hand touched over the bra. So firm. What was happening?

      I lost my concentration when she leaned into my hand. It slipped through the bra and her chest and the moment was lost. I quickly withdrew my hand.

      “That’s perfect. So, what do you think?” She pulled her hair up over her head and did a little shake and dip for me.

      “I think I probably like you in almost anything.” For sure, I liked her coming out of everything. Naked on the bed was where I wanted her most.

      I tried to touch her again, on her beautiful cherub face, but my hand slipped right through.

      Think, damn it.

      I had been touching her bra when I felt the sensation of her skin on mine. I cupped her breast again, and centered my thoughts around the barrier of my light, the bra, and her skin.

      There it was again! I wanted to stay there forever. No, fuck that. I wanted more. I wanted to wring her panties over my head and drink the juices. She leaned into it again and my hands were off the sweet spot instantly.

      “Are you ready, babe?

      Focus.

      There was nothing in my status about being able to feel things. Had she found some magic long lost infinity bra inside Sara’s dresser?

      No. I created the damn thing--.

      That’s it! Maybe if I created it, I could use it as a medium to feel.  Maybe it worked just like staying on this plane of existence did. I had just got so used to it that I didn’t think about it anymore. I constantly controlled the mana beneath me against the void threatening to pull me into oblivion. I thought a similar thing was happening when my light came in contact with the bra I created touching her corporeal form.

      She looked down, bit her lip, and tilted her head back up. Her cheeks flushed scarlet. Her thumbs ran along the border of the pink panties and her pale white skin. First one hip bone slipped past, then the other. The part that clung tight around her softly rounded vagina bump went limp, and began to pull away from its warm, slippery dock.

      I had a chance to do something new here. I didn’t just want to watch her masturbate with me pushing and pulling her arms with mind control. I wanted to go further with her. I had a plan.

      “Uzuri, wait.”

      “I don’t wanna.” The panties wrapped around her thick thighs, holding her parting legs prisoner. She slipped one strap off her shoulder and bent over again to finish freeing herself from the soft silk. She whipped her head to the side, her green hair tumbling over half her face. “We don’t have time, babe. Come here.”

      Focus.

      “Just keep those on. I want to try something.”

      “Okay…”

      She pulled them up and kept looking down at them. “But these are already the perfect size.”

      I sat cross-legged in front of her, placed my hand over her bump, and focused. The push of her soft tuft of hair tickled my palm. She squirmed a little but didn’t withdraw.

      I drenched the already wet panties in my energy. If I could move sheets, I could move these.

      I slipped into a meditative state, keeping the perfect balance between the slowly undulating borders of my light, the panties, and her skin. Then I pushed all three at once.

      Uzuri gasped and her hand came down on her soft stomach. She bent over and stepped back.

      “Did you just touch me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” She stood up, stiff as a board, and took one slow step back. “That’s not supposed to be possible. Even the Zava Doza never touched us. She couldn’t. No cores can.”

      I explained my theory to her and she softened considerably.

      “Okay, then this is a cutting edge science discovery, babe. I have read the basic mechanism of dungeon cores. This shit isn’t written anywhere. You’re in a class by yourself in terms of thinking outside of my box. Sorry, the box. But you might blow something up down there.”

      I smiled at her. I was scarcely able to think about anything other than her box. “I think I found a loophole in how it works. Come here.” I moved towards her and repositioned myself, my light so bright I could just make out the skin fold over her clit through the thin silk. “Just let me try it again. I think it will be fine.” I focused again and pushed.

      “If you break my…” Her arms slid around her midsection, hugging herself as she bent over, eyes closed. Her overbite was as sexy as ever as her bottom lip hung plump and just barely quivering.

      The first time I had sex with her, I was inside of her mind. It was amazing, for sure, but this was so much more natural. Looking up at her with my hand extended, seeing her face go slack with ecstasy; my spirit cock was the hardest thing in the universe at that point.

      I ghosted to the mirror in a flash and motioned her over, pointing at the ground in front of it.

      She placed her hands on the wall of either side of the mirror and slowly slid down, bending into a perfect upside down ‘L’. “Rub on it just like this.” Her hand slipped past her clit and slid just between the fold of her lips through the silk. Thin iridescent lines of wetness played at hanging onto her fingers as she gently patted her damp panties.

      I did as I was bid. I rubbed up and down, my middle finger half eaten by her swollen, silky lips, pushing in and slowly rolling from side to side. Watching her sphincter bulging out and concaving back in on itself at the edge of my finger made me want to eat her out. I didn’t even know how to do that, but it didn’t stop me from wanting to. I might have been chaste, but I remembered everything Trailon ever said to me. I hoped he was smiling down on me.

      I reached around her hips and pulled her back into my face. I closed my eyes and the bridge of my nose warmed and my lips felt wet. I hugged her into me as hard as I could. She shuddered, then her asshole pushed out against my brow.

      I wanted to fuck her so bad. Then I thought, why don’t I?

      Her panties had gone from light pink to dark. The sexiest wedgie I had ever seen beckoned me in. I dropped my robes and there I stood. A lifetime of monk training had forged the thick, ripped body of a god, and a cock to match. Uzuri stared, unblinking, in the mirror at me like some feral jungle cat.

      I grabbed her hips again and lined myself up behind her, my glowing, stiff shaft bobbing in swollen anticipation. I forged ahead into the soft folds of her wrinkled and ruined panties.

      I felt my hips stop against her underwear, but nothing else. My cock had disappeared into her, but I felt nothing. I pulled out and tried again, slowly this time.

      I tried to concentrate, to block the rise and fall of her breath and expansion of her chest from my thoughts. Then the world went silent, and I thrust forward.

      Nothing.

      She turned to see the disappointment on my face. Her panties were off before I knew what had happened, and wrapped around my index and middle fingers. The small bit of panties left was wrapped around my wrist where she grabbed and pulled, plunging my fingers up to the knuckles inside of her.

      She was crying and shaking. “I don’t care. Give me all of you, just the way you are.”

      She slumped against the mirror and stayed that way.

      I don’t know how long we were at it, but my arm didn’t tire and her pussy stayed wet the whole time. An opaque froth had soaked through the panties, obscuring some of the pink coloring in places. The floor was wet with foot-prints as she repositioned herself to keep watching my reflection finger her until, finally, she tipped sideways, catching herself with one shaky arm and holding her head with the other.

      “I…love you.” She shook in wave after wave of disbelief.

      “So do I, but you need to rest. I will not be back until you are ready.”

      She nodded and crawled into bed. Asleep in seconds, I watched her butt cheeks clench in and make the sound of wet clapping hands, then relax. I caught myself staring and ghosted out the door.

      The fun had just begun.
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      I appeared from the wall, the wood and white marble momentarily mirror-like as I passed through. Sara lay on the bed, still in her black panties with a white hand-print on the front. She was barely in her t-shirt. It had rolled up high on her and revealed one of her small pink nipples resting atop a lightly tanned breast. There was no shirt line to be seen.

      I placed my palms together, slowly rubbed them together, and turned them outward towards my little play-thing. The sheets rippled, lifted her off the bed, and followed me out through the bedroom door into the share space. I stayed against the opposite wall of the bar for fear she might smell alcohol, wake up, and ask for a drink. I wasn’t too worried about it, but I really wanted to play wake up sex with her, so I continued with my ninja-like exit.

      Down the halls, out through the entryway, and into the forest I took her. Her arms were out to either side of her and her head hung slightly off the edge of the billowing sheets. I brought one arm up and supported it under the elbow with my other hand and began to massage the air. The sheets bunched up into a rounded triangle bulge and began rubbing up and down on the plush skin that hid her clitoris. I applied a little pressure and began rotating it in slow, deliberate circles.

      Sara’s head moved from one side to the other, but she did not wake. Her mouth opened just slightly and her chest began to rise and fall, the small v in her neck growing deep then shallow as her mouth opened a little more.

      We were making progress through the forest when I remembered her suggestion about the other dome. I cut left and headed straight for it.

      As I massaged the air in front of me with my four fingers, I stuck my thumb out and slowly moved it up and down. The corner of the sheets closest to her mouth curled up and glided lightly along her thin upper lip. Her upper teeth were slightly exposed, and just behind them, her tongue began feeling around her mouth. A sigh and her first big breath.

      I had to hurry; she was close to waking and I hadn’t penetrated her with anything yet. I had already done sheet play, and even though I knew she loved it, I needed to go way bigger to level up quickly.

      There was a clearing leading to the dome, but it was still a few minutes away. The sound of the small stream caught my attention. I stopped my advance on the dome and stood over the crystal clear water. The air was cooler there.

      I began to move my hands in slow, intricate patterns, and the sheet sprang to life. All four corners wrapped around Sara’s ankles and wrists and held her fast, spread out in an ‘X’ shape.

      I stuck one hand in the air and threw it open as wide as I could. The stream thinned at both sides running to and from me and rose upward; a shimmering pike of flowing liquid pleasure. I could just feel it hovering just inside of her crotch at the edge of my senses. I got very excited. What would I feel when I put it in her?

      My arms began moving in inspirational patterns that I had no memory of doing before. I bent the pulsating rod of water at her open legs and pushed it into her panties. The water flooded into her, soaking them until they were one with the water.

      I could feel myself inside her. It was very slight, but welcome. I eagerly lunged forward, arms flexed, hard as stone.

      Sara lurched up and her eyes snapped open. “Oh, God. What are you…?”

      A low, long groan finished what she wished to say. Her head went back once then pulled up hard and she locked eyes with me like she always did.

      “Push it harder, please.”

      The water traveled inside her, swirling against the wet pink walls of her cervix. The small tuft of pubic hair bulged outward with the force of the pressure.

      “Deeper…”

      If I pushed any harder, she would split in two and likely die. I remembered then something Trailon once taught me about women who beg for bigger cocks.

      “I lay with a lot of women,” he said, “and women who lay with a lot of men, some of them have really loose vaginas. But trust me, jam a finger in that butthole, and it’s like all of a sudden you have a dick two feet long and four feet wide. Gets ‘em every time. Who’s the shifu now, Shifu?” His laughter faded away and I had the answer to my problem.

      I twisted the sheet into a serviceable cock and slowly massaged her asshole. It bulged out in a predictable rhythm so, when it was at peak pucker, I pushed the silky cock inside.

      “More. Don staw…”

      She was beginning to groan in deeper tones the farther I pushed. As the silk plunged deeper and deeper, Sara slowly lowered to ground, the sheets brought with me losing real estate to her anus.

      She rolled over and lay, tits down and ass up, in the grass. I could feel her tiny nipples rubbing against the soft blades of green and yellow. It was the closest I had ever been to real sex. My mind launched off into the moment and I hammered down on her.

      The word ‘more’ came soundless from her mouth as her eyes rolled back into the depths of ecstasy. I pulled my arms across my chest then slammed my elbows back as far as they would go. The sheets ballooned up inside of her and the valley was filled with her bansheed moaning. A wild woman lost to her animal instincts.

      “Are you mine?” I said.

      A guttural ‘yes’ burst forth from her.

      “How much of you belongs to me?”

      Her head shook up and down under the force of the grinding. The water went from crystal clear to murky white. The cum flowed out of her like some endless fountain of life whispered about through the centuries. The water also started to retain heat as it flowed in and out of her at great velocity. The sheets were caked in slick streaks of bile. Again, soundless words gestured by her lips. “EVERYTHING!” they said.

      She shuddered and jerked and moaned all night. Her sexual stamina was incredible. Not once did she ask for me to stop. Always, more was mouthed to me. Sometimes soundless, sometimes grunted deep from her engorged core. She lost consciousness, but her body continued to shiver. The pink hole was spread wide enough to fit a fist in easily, and it didn’t stop clutching and quivering.

      I watched her undulate on the ground before me. I had felt a building of something inside of me. It was pure pleasure, but far away. After a while, there was a limit to it, and it left me feeling pained. Like something inside had been filled a little too much with no way to release. I was convinced at that exact moment that I was the only person anywhere in the galaxy to understand the cold reality of ‘ghost balls.’ Not enough to ever stop me from doing all of that to her a second time though.

      I slowly pulled the silky cock from her and washed it in the stream water. After drying it, I picked her up again and made my way back to the dome. I could feel the life-force from both of them racing through me.

      I was in the middle of the grind of my life. And I was only getting started.
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      I had three rounds with both of them, each twelve hours, over the next three days. Uzuri had been asleep since our morning go of it, and Sara was as limp as noodles in pork stock soup with ginger as I floated her back from the forest through the dome entryway. I think I felt slightly hungry for a second. First horniness without a cock to use, and now hunger without a stomach to fill. Part of me flirted with the idea of death being a welcome relief from this existence, but I wasn’t alone anymore. I put those thoughts out of my mind and focused on applying the energies I had amassed.

      I placed Sara on her bed to recover and returned to my chamber. The base of the mana throne glowed a pale white as I crossed the room to it. I turned to sit. My robes were billowing softly in the mana wind of unknown origin. The instant I sat down, white light twisted up from underneath and surrounded me in a pillar of energy.

      “What a rush, yeah?” the Demon screamed at me over the howling energy spiral, “I always love a good grind.”

      When the miniature storm subsided, three status screens opened before me. My green status screen, the blue star map, and a new white screen in the shape of an oval. It showed me the status of both Uzuri and Sara before and after the level grind. That was helpful.

      “Good work, shit-eater. They leveled up in three days what it would take a lifetime for any meat-bag to do alone. Maybe even two lifetimes. Yuck, thinking about that much flesh and growth makes me ill.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      I ran my hand along my opaque chin, squinting at my status. I wasn’t quite sure what I could do in battle yet. I would have to practice all of that for sure. As I checked through my design and building skills, I felt that twinge at the back of my head. I immediately brought up the star map.

      Nothing new appeared on the star map, just the massive green halo moving closer to me. Yet there it was all the same. A two-man craft had broken the thin atmosphere of Rasa and begun its decent into my gorge.

      I was both wary of the danger that loomed on the horizon of the star map, yet excited at the prospect of a couple of invaders. I felt more than ready to handle that level of infiltration. It would be good to collect some fighting mana on top of all the life-force I amassed from days of sex grinding.

      I summoned up a few defenders and runners and ghosted my way through the still-shattered husk of the dome. Looking up through the gaping hole, I wondered if I would ever see sunlight and blue skies again. This dungeon core life had some perks for sure. Lots of sex, power to manipulate matter with mana, the promise of possible immortality, and lots of sex. Sex…

      I hadn’t really gotten over my lack of a cock. I had spent my entire previous life chaste, and now I wished I hadn’t. I wished I could speak to my monk brothers once again. I would scream from the mountain tops, “Not having sex is nonsense.”

      Exiting the debris that once comprised my dome, I came up to the pocked and gouged valley floor that, for a brief period, was green, full of life, and beautiful. I could see the markings of the small craft in the distance. They were imperial. I knew the size of the force on its way to destroy me and take my crystal, but why send one craft ahead by itself? The tip of the spear before the larger force arrived? Recon maybe.

      “…she comes…” the Demon continued to repeat. I tuned it out as much as I could. Focus.

      I hid my invocates and waited for the craft to land, but it didn’t. It came straight on. Clearly, whoever was inside wasn’t trying to hide themselves. The ship landed lazily about twenty yards in front of me.

      The entry door opened from the front, like a sturgeon yawning during a slow morning of fishing. Out stepped two women wearing gun-metal gray space suits.

      They saw me and started to run toward me. I brought out the hidden invocates to meet whatever harm they planned to see upon me with like intensity.

      They did not attack. Instead, they slowed up, and about ten feet from me, stopped. The closer of the two removed her helmet.

      Golden blonde hair pulled back into a tight, high ponytail. Eyes as blue as the clearest skies seen from atop some high mountain oasis. She had the biggest, fullest, plumpest breasts I had ever seen. They pushed so much on her space suit, I thought it must have been hard for her to breathe. All that girth supported by long thin legs that ran up to an absurd thigh gap I could almost slip my entire hand through.

      I looked at her, but something more was there. Like I had seen her, but it wasn’t concrete. I felt this was a tangential meeting.

      The second female stepped forward, with an impressive chest display of her own, and a similar thigh gap, if not slightly narrower. She took off her helmet, and again, the same. Blonde hair, blue eyes, hair up in a high ponytail.

      Twins.

      They spoke in unison.

      “So, it’s true then.” They stood shoulder to shoulder, arms crossed, the space suit seams bulging outward from the bulbous girth held beneath. “Did you see it?”

      “See what?” I said. I wasn’t about to just start answering questions to two imperial drones, even if they had tits I wanted to smash my face between.

      “Did you see our brother die?”

      “I have seen a lot of men die.”

      The two of them looked at each other for a moment, then shrugged and nodded their heads.

      “Did you see Trailon die?”

      I saw it all again in the blink of an eye. The descent into the ravine, the ritual, the fighting, and the end. Trailon looking back at me, then face down on the ground, slumped over, blood gushing from his head. And I saw the unstoppable river of red pouring from my chest, mixing with Trailon’s and steaming as they flowed over the runes.

      “I did.”

      The twins’ eyes darted back and forth between me and themselves. One of them started digging a finger into her thumb repeatedly.

      “Did you see who did it? Did you see who killed him?”

      I couldn’t confirm one hundred percent if these two buxom beauties were indeed Trailon’s sisters. They might be here as some kind of trick from the Demon witch who was coming to end my existence. But there was something about them, something familiar.

      I was thankful right then for my projection, for while my eyes met theirs, my real vision and full sensory ability was swirling around their four engorged tits. Someone was going to be a lucky baby someday.

      I decided right then and there that no better time existed to live or die with my gut feelings.

      “The memory is still broken in parts for me,” I said, “but I do see him dead. Something horrible has happened to the back of his head. I see it blown open, and his face on the ground. I see myself dying at the same time, rivers of blood as I look around. But I do not see who is responsible. There is still much that I cannot see.”

      The sisters looked at each other again, unspoken messages that only twins are capable of. They nodded and turned to speak.

      “We have spent every day since we heard of our brother’s death looking for the reason why. The records in the Empress Archives are vague on the details. Something about ‘killed in the line of duty serving Her Majesty.’ He was given an honorable mock burial and that was all. For those in the capital, it was done after that.” The one behind came close to the other and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “But then we asked one too many questions. People started to watch us as we walked down the streets. Then they started following us. Then market vendors began to refuse us service. When we saw the same people standing outside of our housing unit in the middle of night, we knew we were in danger.”

      I looked at these two powerful blondes and saw fear in their eyes.

      “Nobody should have to go through that,” I said, “but why did you run all the way out here?”

      “We didn’t know what to do so we just fled. Then we got to talking about seeing for ourselves what happened. Once we got close enough, we picked up on your energy signal and thought maybe Trailon was alive as a dungeon core. But instead, we found you.”

      They looked at each other a lot then. Always checking between comments to make sure they were on the same page.

      “What’s your name?”

      It was cute at first, but I was starting to get a little tired of the stereo speaking.

      “Daw,” I said.

      “That’s all there is? Just Daw?”

      “Yes. Do you two always do that?”

      “What?”

      “That. The talking at the same time and saying the same thing…thing.”

      They thought about it for a second, eyes looking first at each other then up considerately.

      “No.”

      “There it is. You did it again.”

      The one who had taken her helmet off first put her right hand up and stepped forward.

      “We don’t do it all the time. See.”

      “And what is your name?” I asked.

      “My name is Charity. This is my younger sister, Joy.” Joy waved at me and smiled.

      “Younger?”

      Joy shrugged and put her left hand in the air. “I was the second one out.” Her hands found her hips and she straightened her posture. Very businesslike. “So, you’re just called Daw?”

      “Yes. Just Daw.”

      “The other discrepancy in the archives is about you,” said Joy.

      “I hope they got the chaste part right,” I said, laughing a little.

      “Chaste? What’s chaste?” they said as their heads cocked to the right a little.

      “There it is again.” I laughed. “It means I wasn’t allowed to have sex. But now I’m a dungeon core, so I pretty much do what I like now.” I laughed a little harder that time, trying not to sound like I wanted them to jump all over me.

      “Wow. What’s that like?” They both looked at each other in surprise but corrected themselves immediately, and Joy continued.

      “Anyway, the discrepancy is that there is no record of you, at all. It’s been made to look like you never existed.”

      “Well, that’s not such a bad thing. It means less people will come around looking to better their lot in life by taking from mine. Plus, I was just a monk. I mean, an exceptionally good monk by empire standards, but that’s all. I died trying to save your brother’s life because he was my brother as well. I would do the same thing again if I had the chance.”

      I was starting to feel a little vulnerable being out of my dome for such a long period of time. I was pretty sure these two meant me no harm, but I couldn’t be sure if they were also being played as pawns for an ambush, or worse.

      Charity fidgeted with her forearm display, lines of worry wrinkling her brow. “We think there is something you should know. When--”

      “Would you like to come in for a while? There is good food and drink. We can get to the rest of the details inside later. It’s also a lot safer there, in case anything happens.”

      “But we can’t just leave our ship here,” said Joy.

      “I promise you it will be cloaked from sensors and hidden underground if anything unforeseen happens.”

      They nodded in agreement and we headed inside after they returned to their ship briefly to fetch their arc-lasers. Mid-level Architects, the both of them. If they joined up, it would be an awesome addition to the team.
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      “…She comes…”

      The first part of my home was nothing to look at. Fire-scarred stones broken and scattered everywhere. The twins seemed unaffected.

      We arrived at the share space and I took a second to build their accommodations. High arched rooms with two of everything: mirrors, beds, desks, and empty closets.

      Joy walked around the room, running her hands along the headboard of the bed.

      “Ya know, we aren’t staying here,” she said. “We know what dungeon cores want. We know what they do to get what they want and we don’t want anything to do with it. We are only staying here to finish our discussion and find out who’s to blame for our brother being M.I.A. Then we are leaving.”

      Charity laughed and walked in front of her sister. “Don’t listen to her. We don’t know ‘everything’ about you. But we do have some questions. What are those two other doors for out there?”

      “Those are for Uzuri and Sara. They have joined my cause of their own free will. Speaking of which, I scanned your abilities on the way in. We could use your help.”

      Joy moved to the desk, sat down, and crossed her legs. “So we showed up to see what happened here and found you. After speaking with you, we feel pretty good that you are the Daw our brother knew. That’s why we trusted you enough to come into this dungeon. But you’re not just Daw anymore. You’re a dungeon core now. That’s not something that happens every day.” She folded her arms and set her jaw straight and hard. “I’m curious about your ‘partners’. Where are they?”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The two women you mentioned. If they are here of their own free will, have them come out and greet us. We would love to hear what they have to say about you.”

      “I am sorry. They are resting now. We had to…level grind for a few days. They are recovering from that right now.”

      Charity’s eyes went wide and she looked to have a question loaded up in her mouth like a cannonball. “What kind of grinding?”

      “A dungeon core can only level up two ways, unfortunately. Killing, or fucking. They are not dead, so I think you can fill in the blanks on what we were doing.”

      Charity swung around on Joy sitting in the chair. “I told you. I told you it was possible!”

      “Not that again,” said Joy, thoroughly displeased with her sister. “You aren’t seriously going to ask him now, are you? We didn’t come here for that.”

      “Don’t worry, Joy Joy. I won’t make any promises for you.”

      Joy rolled her eyes back into her head as far as they would go and spun the chair away from us, waving a disgusted hand in the air.

      Charity came up close to me, her plump round water bags of fun expanding and sinking under her hastened breathing. “Okay, Daw. I can give you what you want, but there is something I desire in return. Something only you as a dungeon core can do for me. Something no one has ever been able to do to me.” She came closer and put her hand up to her face. Out came the shakiest whisper I had ever heard. “Fuck me with a golem.”

      My eyes went wide and I didn’t bother to hide it.

      “Too bad she wasn’t the first one to show up for your training, shit-eater.” The Demon’s timing was impeccable as ever. “If you don’t have the constitution for it, let me at her.”

      “Not a chance,” I replied.

      I had made the decision not to use invocates for anything sexual since my first experience with the Demon and its twisted parasite. But considering the insanity I had gone through with Sara and her love of ever expanding pussy-destroying toys, having an invocate fuck a girl at this point seemed pretty tame by comparison.

      “Okay,” I said. “If I do this, you will join us?”

      “Yes. No questions asked!”

      I looked over at Joy sitting in the chair, each breast the size of a full-grown human head just visible from behind the chair at the angle she was sitting. I couldn’t wait to have all four twin sister titties flapping around in front of me. I tried pushing the envelope a little.

      “Joy, what request do you have of me?”

      She looked back over her shoulder. “That you leave me out of her insanity.” She shot a squinted eye at me in warning.

      “I am sorry. I just thought that since she was…I mean since you two are--”

      Her head disappeared behind the chair back again. “Nope. I just go where she goes.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, managing to not sound openly disappointed at my dream of twins dashed against the mighty chest cliffs of Joy island.

      Charity was already getting undressed. “This is my bed, right?”

      Joy just sat facing away from us.

      “We can do it in a different room if Joy doesn’t want--”

      “No, she’s fine. We have a policy of experiencing everything with each other, one way or another. She’ll just listen.”

      “I’m not trying to listen. I have to listen.” Joy yelled back with some clear irritation in her voice. “Just get it over with already. I’m getting hungry.”

      “See,” said Charity. “No problem. So, this is my bed, right?”

      “Indeed it is,” I said.

      She pulled the sheets off the bed to the floor and sprawled down on the mattress, rubbing her face into the pillows. Her ass dimpled as she pushed her hips into the bed. She crawled around and pawed at the bed, her breasts dragging along the mattress, pink nipples hard as stone.

      I had already infused the bed with my mana, so I enjoyed feeling her roll around on top of me. Then she stopped, got on all fours, and looked right at me.

      “Show me your golem.”

      I did as I was bid. The parasite pushed itself up through the floor and stood erect and gnarled in front of the bed.

      “It’s not bad, but what else do you have?” Her legs slowly spread out, touching her blonde pubic hair to the bed then lifting back up again. I could sense Joy had an eye on us already.

      “Okay, but the others are strictly defensive and offensive invocates.”

      “Next,” she said.

      Next, the Defender came hammering out of the ground, shoulders wide and eyes blue with the fire of the mana engine.

      “Keep going.”

      It occurred to me then that I hadn’t summoned a Runner yet. I wondered what it would look like. Sending my life-force tendrils into the ground and charging them with mana, a spike of metal shot up from the ground, slicing a thin opening through the floor. The runner came up all at once and stood before her.

      Its legs looked like four swords pointed downward and it had a cobalt-colored mane of triangles that were black as night. The muzzle and face were smooth and featureless. A sleek silver canine bred for speed.

      “This one’s perfect,” she said.

      “There are other options if you wish. This one seems designed for--”

      “Either you give me this one, or we both walk.”

      “What she said,” said Joy.

      Fuck. So now I had to figure out a way to fuck this big-titted goddess with a dickless metallic dog. Being a dungeon core was a paradise of gray everything.

      I filled the runner with my mana and softened its exterior to something close to silk, and morphed the sword legs into round, blunt pegs. The cobalt mane would make a nice shaft, so I moved a portion of it underneath and affixed it in the traditional angle. It changed from ink black to shimmering silver.

      Charity watched, lying on her back, her milk factories spread wide apart. I could see the skin pull as her chest rose and sank at the sight of her silver love beast. She soon rolled over and slid back, half off the bed, her knees on the floor, and her elbows buried into the soft mattress.

      She arched her back and looked behind at me.

      “I’ve been a bad little bitch,” she hissed. Her mouth was open, and her tongue just barely broke over her bottom teeth, moving a little in and out as she panted heavily.

      I was not used to controlling something on all fours, so when I placed the runner’s front legs onto the bed, the runner struggled to get its balance. I tried to get the smooth cobalt inside of her, but the target was too small. I shrunk the size of the cock to accommodate her narrow opening.

      Her hand slipped down the silver shaft then grabbed hold firmly, leading it to her slick, glistening slit. She pulled when she was ready and I made the runner thrust forward.

      Her knees locked and she was on her toes as it bore into her. She grabbed handfuls of bed cover, and the sound of ripping sheet fibers filled in as background noise to her ragged, heavy grunting. Then one loud, low, long moan before her legs quivered and her ass dimpled as it clenched in on the beast invocate’s cock. She looked as if she would collapse under the orgasmic intensity.

      I had the runner pause for a second. Her back went slack then she pushed up onto her hands and carefully leaned back into the cobalt cock.

      The runner stood perfectly still, front legs dug into the bed, back legs locked tight at the knees, and pelvis angled for its next thrust.

      “Good boy.” Her head was down on the bed, blonde hair spilling off her back into her mouth and over her hands clutching the bed. “Gooood boy.”

      I ghosted to the front of the bed and put myself eye to eye with her. It took a second for her to notice.

      “I am the one doing this to you,” I said. “Do you want more?”

      She bent her back and pushed her shimmering ass back into the steel hard cock then flung her blonde hair all to one side.

      “If you can fuck me like this ‘til I slip off the bed, unconscious, I’ll be your bitch forever.” Her face fell back into the bed and she mumbled, “Your good little bitch.”

      I checked to see if she could handle the speed that the Runner had to offer. Its cock was caked with white and slick with clear jizz from Charity’s blonde-capped pussy. It looked good to me.

      I started into her again with the Runner, slowly pounding away and revving up the rpm’s as her asshole flexed and bulged in and out with each thrust. The faster it rammed into her aching red pussy, the more the shaft began to blur, almost like it wasn’t moving at all.

      But Charity moved.

      Head down, her back was arched hard into an inhuman ‘U’ shape. She had dug her fingers in and ripped through the bedding as she held on against the thrusting onslaught. Her screams and moans bled together into a chorus of sounds sprung from the lowest branches of the tree of animal life.

      As the Runner pounded my soon-to-be team member’s vagina into submission, I noticed Joy, one eye peeking out from the back of the chair, her white, long legs slung over the arm rests. The chair was in the middle of a rhythmic rocking.

      Joy saw me look. Joy didn’t stop touching herself.

      I wanted to see them both on the same bed at the same time. I wondered since their personalities were so different, if maybe their bodies were as well. If Charity liked her pussy fucked deep and fast, then maybe Joy loved her clitoris being licked and massaged. I wanted to see who could cum faster. Who could cum harder.

      Like the closing of a window on a raging storm, Charity moaned, screeched, and went silent. The only sound she made was the thudding of her knees to the floor.

      I had the sheets move and wrap around her and place her on the bed to rest. Joy spun her chair around. I could see beads of sweat collected on her forehead and in the crease of her upper lip. She walked to me nearly naked, only her red laced panties were on.

      “I’m impressed. Nobody’s been able to knock her out like that.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Next time, I can come give you a little help if--”

      “Stop right there. ‘That’ didn’t happen. And if you want us on your team, you’ll fucking leave it like that.”

      “But I saw you--”

      “I’ll drag her ass to the fuckin’ ship right now and you can kiss this help goodbye. Go ahead, try me.” She was heated.

      I knew someday there would be a chance to get under those panties, but I left it like she wanted. No need to be greedy.

      “Very well,” I said. “Glad to have you.”
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      Joy made her way to the share space to grab something to eat then laid down for a nap. She wasn’t as exhausted as Charity, but I was sure the long ride from the capital while hiding from an Imperial attack force took its toll.

      I watched Charity and Joy’s door close and stood there imagining what could be with those two. The whole way back to my chamber, I daydreamed about them. They were the height of sexual conquest. I floated lazily back into the mana throne, content with the mere possibility of it all. The energy whipped up around me and filled me with a renewed energy. Charity had a lot to give. It was time to see what my efforts had gotten me.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: A+ (Mana/Life-force capacity: x5) (Mana Throne Recovery: UP 80%)

      Dungeon: Level 19

      NEW SKILLS: Interior 3 (Full Matter Manipulation), Exterior 3 (Global),

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment, Projectiles, Interior 1, Exterior 1, Intermediate Matter Manipulation (Off/Def), Exterior 2 (Defensive/Environmental), Interior 2 (Consumables Production, Technical Accoutrements, Décor)

      SUMMON RANK: Adrophyte

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender, Runner, Mara

      STATUS -End-

      

      My status screens popped up all at once and a sudden pulsing light from the star map brought me crashing back down to reality.

      Back to work.

      There was the circle that represented my energy field radiating out from the planet, Rasa. It was twice the radius it was before the level grind. I was happy about that. But the color of it was distorted.

      “Daw.” The Demon broke through my concentration with an unusually formal tone. “It’s time.”

      “Time for what? Can you not see I am trying to figure out what I am going to do next? You think I enjoy looking at these screens?”

      “It’s time,” it said again. There was no change at all in the inflection or pitch of its voice. Like it had been recorded and was being played back on repeat.

      “It’s time.” The voice grew in intensity. The voices behind the Demon’s began to speak as one. Speaking the same words.

      “It’s time.”

      I swiped my screens away and stood up to have a talk with the Demon, but the walls in front of me were still dimly lit green.

      “It’s time. She comes…”

      I turned around to look at my throne. It was framed in a verdant pulse coming from behind. Coming from the crystal room.

      I walked around and saw the rune door, the light breathing brighter and brighter, the runes shown prominently on the lime-lit door.

      “Oh no.”

      I called up the star map and studied the light patterns. A circle of green nearly twice the size of my own covered almost all of my energy signature.

      “Daw,” the Demon said as the other voices howled and cried in freakish misery. Background music from some hell. “It’s time. You have work to do. They will come from the sky. You know this. Even if they have little intel on you, they come from the capital. They will be prepared to deal with a dungeon core.”

      I sat down on the floor, crossed my legs, closed my eyes, and dove into the balance of nothing. The Demon’s voice didn’t penetrate this deep into my mind. I waited. For anything or nothing. I waited.

      I knew I had more than enough for the change I thought most apropos. I was in no need of a Soul Burn this time. My energies where lush with potential. The Munasari seeds reacted instantly in a connecting wave that rippled through the core of the small, desolate planet. One long thrum of bass shook through the earth then faded.

      My senses took off on a rocket shot around the planet. I could see it all. Like my lush forested valley before, the whole of Rasa was reborn in verdant splendor. From horizon to horizon, mountains and valleys of life. The only thing missing was the cold bite of the crystal blue sky I remembered from the monastery.

      Someday, I will see the sun shine on blue skies again.

      Then a shape appeared from somewhere in the distance. As it came closer, I got an idea of the scale of it. A single tower, founded deep from within the planet, reached up to connect sky and earth.

      My eyes opened. Both Uzuri and Sara slept. I would make sure they weren’t disturbed during the process.

      I ghosted through the dome entryway for the last time, sat on the grass and dirt in front of the dome, and closed my eyes. I brought my hands together and locked my fingers down tight.

      Like the light around my throne minutes earlier, a pillar of light swirled up and shot into the sky. One bright line of daylight through the darkness of the deep gorge. The dome stone rippled and sucked in on itself deep into the ground.

      I hopped to my feet into a horse stance. Tendrils of earth mana lashed out of the ground around my wrists. I pulled up, making the ground crack and buckle from the force of the tug-o-war. My arms shook violently, but began to rise until fully extended straight up.

      The massive curved structure rose back to life as if mirroring my arms. The dome ceiling came back to form three times as thick and made of gun-metal gray steel and buttressed by Chromium steel rebar and four great tungsten pillars. No more walls. Instead, a massive fighting area where I had full advantage over every inch of ground, wall, and air. Whatever came calling from now on would face me here on my terms.

      At the center laid into the ground was a mighty tungsten chromium composite steel door leading to the second level, five stories underground. My Rashomon gate.

      I connected the lower level and the Rashomon gate by a high speed mana elevator which mimicked the way I ghosted around. I synced it to my ladies’ energy signatures so only they could use it without getting atomized to death until they were dead from dying. Hopefully, there would be more to join. Hopefully, we all didn’t stop existing before then.

      I designed the bottom level to be as minimalistic as possible. One hallway leading to a main share space of similar design to the previous one, but now I had the star map on perpetual display over the wing-shaped conference table.

      The rooms for Uzuri and Sara were also the same as before, just placed next to each other. The twins’ room was on the opposite side of the share space. I kept the twins in the same room on the off chance my number two ranked dream came true. Getting my cock back was far and away in first place.

      Priorities.

      At the far end of the share space was another shorter hallway, connecting to my chamber. It remained the same as it was. I tried putting myself closer to the girls, but no matter how hard I pushed, there was a limit to how close they could be to the chamber.

      I tried to change the position of the mana throne. I wanted it off to the right or left, facing the center so I could keep an eye on both the entrance to my chamber and the ever enigmatic rune door. Again, a force I couldn’t over-power stopped me. Why could I change everything else on the planet at will, yet not affect any change with the parts most intimately connected with me? It felt as if a barrier existed between me and the crystal, even though we were one in the same. I guess I just needed to gain some more levels to unlock the ability to manipulate the chamber.

      When I finished with the redesign, I ghosted around the planet for a while, admiring my work. There might not have been another chance after that. After my joyride, I found Uzuri, Sara, and the twins getting to know each other in the share space.

      I wasn’t surprised to see Charity and Sara hitting it off with a drink at the bar. Uzuri and Joy were going over maps of the capital, hands on hips and chins, pointing out what they understood about its ins and outs.

      Charity’s blonde hair slid through her slender fingers along the side of her cocked head, flush red. She hadn’t touched her drink yet.

      “He did that? Outside? I know where we’re going for it next time,” she said.

      Sara was three drinks in, biting her bottom lip and running her fingers around the rim of her rocks glass.

      “There’s another dome out past a stream in the forest to the north, but we haven’t done anything there yet.”

      “You mean inside,” Charity said with a smile.

      “Girl, there’s only so much you can do in a day.”

      Joy was leaning into Uzuri with a lot of questions.

      “How do you know where the Empress Archives are? How did you get in? Only council members have that level of clearance. The only people who make it in there are thieves who get caught and hung, or thieves who are fugitives for life.”

      Uzuri just shrugged. “It’s always a little more complicated than that, isn’t it? Let’s just say my hair didn’t always used to be green.”

      “Shut up. You were a Pure Lan--” Joy ducked her head and continued in a whisper, “you were a Pure Land Maiden? Those gowns are beautiful. I’ve always wanted one.”

      “Yeah, the gowns were sweet. Everything else was pretty soul-crushing.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t have come here and met all of you otherwise. Plus, we get a chance to beat that epic bitch at her own game.”

      Joy nodded in agreement and took a firm grip of Uzuri’s hand. Uzuri’s head shook a little until she let go.

      “Let’s talk more about the abilities you and Charity have,” said Uzuri. “I want to know exactly where I can help.”

      I sat them down at the conference table and filled them in on my progress while they slept.

      “Granted,” Sara said, “that amount of reinforcement is complete fucking over-kill. I just hope it’s enough when the time comes.”

      “Shit. Please don’t say that right now,” I pleaded. But it was too late.

      “It’s time.” The Demon’s symphony of tortured voices sounded off. I could tune them out for the most part, but if they wanted to be heard, they were.

      “Why?” asked the twins. They were doing it again.

      “Never mind. Anyway, I have to try these new summons out and see what they can do. Anybody want to come watch?”

      “Watch?” Sara said with a tinge of boredom in her voice. “I just did ten years of leveling up inside four days and I’ve got a thumb off.” She waved her hand at me. “I wanna see what the fuck I can do now too. Let’s spar. Or are you afraid I’ll break your new sandbox toys?”

      “There’s a breaking point with summons?” Charity asked, her eyes wide with excitement. “Goal checklist, updated.”

      “I’m good just watching right now,” chimed in Uzuri, “but yeah, I feel fucking incredible. I think I can buff you all from here if I need to.”

      “Sweet,” I said. “Let us head up and see the fruits of our labor.”

      “Did you just say sweet?” asked Sara. “It doesn’t really suit you.”

      “I hate it!” added Uzuri, with her hand raised in the air as high as she could get it.

      “Right. Then shall we, Sara?”

      She stood, turned, and took off for the mana elevator, grabbing her bow off the wall on the way.

      Uzuri looked at me and I smiled and shrugged then ghosted straight up.

      Sara was waiting for me in the arena, bow slung over her back and mana blade out. “This is gonna be fun,” she said.

      I smiled. “A change of pace always is.”

      From hand prayer position to crane stance, I flexed and circled my arms and hands around in front of me. Thick tendrils of white light drilled into the ground and forced up the first of my new invocates.

      The twins reached the arena floor and walked off to the side far enough away to not get caught in the debris field.

      A spike, thin and comprised of delicate soft steel, shot out of the ground so fast it was like I transported it there. It shimmered then ballooned outward, forming spiked legs and arms that came down to points, and nothing more. The head slowly stretched from the torso, long and pointed, with stubby aerodynamic ears clung close to its featureless skull. Pitch black triangles of cobalt hung from the back of its neck, rippling with the slightest movement or agitation.

      Sara pointed out towards the metallic beast.

      “I want one of those.”

      The mane shuddered noticeably, wrapping half way around the Runner’s neck, then slowly retracting during the movement of Sara’s arm.

      “Looks like active protection. That’s handy,” Sara yelled from across the arena, pulling on her head and stretching her neck. “What else ya got? I’m getting thirsty.”

      “On it,” I said.

      Next, I summoned the ‘Mara’. It came out of the air instead of the ground. A white glossy disk as wide as I could hold my arms out to my sides. I reached out to feel its weight, but there was nothing. I could turn it into some disk of death and hurl it around the room if I could get the edges sharp enough. But it just floated there. I tried every stance I knew, and let my tendrils whip wildly around and through it. Nothing.

      The twins had become just as curious as I was and made their way back across the dome floor.

      “What is it?” Charity asked, reaching her hand out. “Can I touch it?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t feel it. I can feel everything in this valley, but not this.”

      “Hit it,” yelled Sara.

      “Try and hit this thing with an arrow first. I don’t want to risk anything more than that right now.”

      Sara set her feet, drew the arrow, nocked it, and let it loose. The arrow pierced the opaque disk, flew through it, and clanged into one of the pillars. There wasn’t even a ripple.

      “Come on already,” I said under my breath. I had no idea what was going on with that thing. “Never mind. Let’s begin.”

      My hands spread open, index finger and thumb touching. I thrust forward and the Runner shuddered then disappeared. It rematerialized when it slammed into Sara, sending her rolling back across the cold, hard stone.

      She dug her feet into the ground and slid to a stop, staying in a runner’s stance, her chest barely hovering just above the ground.

      “K, that’s fast,” she whispered to herself.

      With the mana she had stacked right before impact, she launched herself into the air far above me. I saw she was trying to play a positional advantage. But my runner could jump too.

      It looked up, the cobalt shivering in response to all the movement, then took off again. It materialized for a split second against one of the pillars high above Sara then it was gone again.

      Sara had just caught sight of it. Her eyes squinted and she timed her swing right when the Runner materialized in front of her, white mana sparking against the black mane that had bloomed outward in response to the swing. The mane whipped back, ripping the mana blade from Sara’s hand, sending it tumbling down to the ground.

      In the blink of an eye, it appeared on a pillar behind her. I heard a loud thud and sharp scream from Sara as she was shot into the ground, lost in a cloud of dust and shattered rock.

      Then a bolt of light ripped from beneath the cloud of debris. The cobalt mane shattered to pieces and the blazing golden white mana arrow buried deep into the runner’s neck. It fell to floor, a burning mass of crumpled, thin metal. The Runner lay in a pile of smoldering ash and smelt on the smooth stone floor of the newly minted dome.

      Sara appeared from the smoke that still hung in the air. “Hand to hand next?”

      “You want to shadow box?”

      She just winked and walked towards me.

      I met her in the middle of the arena. The massive gate sank into the floor was the only thing between us. She brought her arms up, fists at eye level, and her shoulders slightly hunched. She was bobbing lightly on the balls of her feet.

      I dropped to crane than twisted up to snake stance.

      We both took a step forward when my green-haired beauty appeared in front of us with very unbecoming lines of worry furrowing about her brow.

      “We have a big problem.”
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      Uzuri ran over to Sara and me. Her tits were trying to climb up her neck and touch her chin as they jumped around inside of her leathers. That was all I needed to make my day. Then she kind of unmade it.

      “An imperial battle cruiser has taken up orbit above the moon and--”

      “It’s a planet actually,” I said.

      Uzuri looked at Sara. Sara just shrugged.

      “What the fuck, babe?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Bad timing.”

      “Anyways, before I was so rudely interrupted…” She gave a quick wink, “…they are probing us right now. What’s the plan?”

      “The same as always,” I said. “Defend the crystal and avoid dying if at all possible.”

      “One more small problem,” added Uzuri. “It’s a Celsior class battle cruiser. They sent the Elites. That is probably going to--”

      Everything faded before me and I was outside, up on the edge of the gorge, looking down, the depth of it nearly pulling me over to my death. I turned, and there stood eight figures. They had not the faces of men, but jaggedly cut horizontal lines for mouths, glowing green, curled up into ill-willed grins.

      “…don’t let me down…”

      “Daw!” Joy snapped me out of my trance. “They’ll be opening fire on us from the cruiser before deploying any men. We’re gonna find out pretty fuckin’ quick if this dome can handle its shit.”

      “Right,” I said, trying to sound confident, but I couldn’t shake that vision. “Our strategy is a simple but sound one. Do not, under any circumstances, leave this dome. Our advantage is here and here alone. Let them come to us. Are we clear?”

      Uzuri had started stretching her hamstrings, big plump backside pulled taut, her nose squished down against her shin.

      “Crystal clear. Haha,” she said with a cute little snort. “Get it?”

      “I suggest a book about bad jokes for your next ‘read’, Uzuri,” said Sara, “I’m the clearest I’ve been in years. Four days of marathon screwing and no booze. I feel tip top. People are gonna die bad today.” She low-fived Uzuri, still in mid-stretch, and went to pick up her bow. Her hand was gloved in black; something I left for her on her dresser. “Thanks for the glove, sexy.”

      “Can you shoot like that?” I asked.

      “No worries. I usually shoot split finger, so the thumb isn’t needed. My draw and nock will be a step slower. Besides that, it’s all about putting this pointy end into the bad guys.”

      The twins weren’t much for words during pre-battle. They had their arc-lasers drawn and glowing a deep blood red.

      Then, as if some great sledgehammer were being wielded by the God-behemoths of old, the dome boomed and the ground shuddered. One after another, deafening blasts bellowed through our only line of defense between us and certain death.

      But the dome did not give way. It held. And with its defiant resilience against the barrage of nova-cannons from above, the five of us were galvanized in purpose and action.

      “…It’s time. She’s come…”

      The barrage continued for more than an hour. With every booming thud of soul-melting plasma, my confidence grew. Finally, I was fighting from a position of strength.

      Silence. The bombardment stopped.

      I motioned to Uzuri. “Stand behind me close to the Rashomon gate. Anything that isn’t you, Sara, or the twins, will be atomized on contact.” She took up her position, hands in front of her face, wrapped like a pretend gun. Tendrils swirled up around her, thousands of hair strand thin yellow flits of light whipping about her.

      “Sara, I need your bow now more than ever. Post up on the side of one of the pillars, but don’t give your position away until I say. Charity, Joy, I’ve never seen you in a fight, but I know what Architects can do. Line up the best way you two know how. Is everyone clear?”

      They all nodded once, game faces stern and ready to rock.

      Outside, I could feel the faint crushing of grass blades just beyond the dome entrance. They had come in undetected during the hour long salvo. A sleek black Celsior FTL ship sat parked, its bay doors opening, and stepping out, seventeen humans in all. Their faces were covered in stares and open mouths at the charred carapace that had withstood a city-leveling assault. All were looking at the dome except for one. The big bruiser of a man was looking up.

      “Son of bitch. I’ll tell ya, it’s nice to just jet down here, all human-like. You boys are lucky. The walk down is a touch harder.”

      The others were still focused on the scarred surface of my dungeon.

      One of the black-cloaked hunters’ faces was lit up yellow. Small discolorations in the forearm display screen moved across his stern stare as he picked through the data. “That’s bigger than our intel suggested it would be. What do you reckon, Captain?”

      “To hell with the intel, that’s what I reckon, number two.” The square-jawed beast sucked up some coagulate from his lungs and spat it on the ground. “I know there’s a dungeon core in there. I also know the man who was placed in that core is a former Celsior Elite. Just watch your asses and we should be back in time for happy hour.”

      “That’s nowhere in the intel I read, sir. How do you know that?”

      “I know because I put a bullet in his thinkin’ piece. I also left his coward traitor lover on his knees where he belonged, bleedin’ out heavy like a frightened little spring peach. Y’all best start stackin’ now.”

      Sixteen Hunters and a Sniper captain. In a very short period of time, they had amassed a considerable amount of mana. They clearly carried the title ‘Elite’ for a reason.

      The group of killers already knew I was here so I left the door open. No need to ruin the new entryway.

      They filed in, two abreast, and spread out, the captain parting though the middle of them to stand squinting right at me.

      I wasn’t about to waste any time. Hands together, I dropped into a squat, flooding the floor with mana. It glowed white then buckled. A massive crack split the arena floor and my invocates came slicing up through it. Thirty Runners strong.

      I yelled back to Uzuri, “Give me a little bump.”

      The number of yellow tendrils whipping around her suddenly increased and flowed toward me. Her green hair whipped around her face and lifted into the air. She was coated in the golden light of the support tendrils, like my personal angel sent from heaven.

      The floor of the arena bowed again, but this time from end to end, light shooting up and turning the darkness of the dome into what I remember daylight looking like. Twenty Defenders smashed up through the stone.

      “Now, that right there’s impressive,” yelled the Captain. “We got some tricks too though.”

      The sixteen Elites all reached into pockets concealed in the smalls of their backs. All sixteen hands came up to the mouth. After a few seconds of swallowing, a slow cacophony of grunts and screams came from the group.

      Most had fallen to their hands and knees, heaving bile upon the ground. Two were on their backs, stomachs arched into the air like a bushel of branches pulled across a knee for fire kindle, ready to snap.

      They all shuddered violently then stopped in unison, dead on the ground. Then arms began to contort and snap and lengthen. Legs followed suit. Everything that could flailed about, smacking against the stone under them. Each man’s torso and chest ballooned out, and a blood mist showered forth from tears in the skin as their bones turned and cracked inside of them.

      The flapping of limbs on the ground slowed. The wet choke of their coughs and gurgled words fell silent. What I saw arise were hulking scaled beasts, their human features distorted and elongated into snarling muzzles. A torturous hell of twisted limbs and muscle. Their lips and cheeks had ripped and been pulled back, exposing maws of varying size, but all containing a similar scene conjured up from the mind of a madman. Thick, black, bifurcated tongues licked carelessly around ragged oral cavities. Their teeth looked like handfuls of broken glass stuck fast to thick binds of rotted rope.

      The rise and pitch of the Demon’s scream in my head grew suddenly and my vision shuddered in response, then silence. A jarring, soundless vacuum.

      “She’s come…” said the Demon.

      “Yeah, I got that part. Where exactly?”

      I had been disconnected from the voice since it started droning on about the she-demon from outer space. It didn’t respond to my question and that made it feel farther away still. I had prayed for a respite from its incessant yammering. Yet, there I was, staring off after nothing in hopes that it would drop some foul, unneeded commentary on my life, such as it was.

      The captain turned and walked from one end of the freak parade to the other, inspecting as he went. He draped his thick, simian arm around one of the beasts.

      “Now these, these right here are what summons are supposed to look like. But I wouldn’t expect some sissy lala monk to ever be able to get that.”

      What the fuck did he just say?

      He faced me and spat at the ground, then smiled. “I’ll be honest here, full disclosure. I was expecting to see that cock-sucker you call a friend to be here. I don’t know what the fuck happened, maybe I Swiss cheesed his skull too damned good, who knows? But I am a happy, happy fellow today to get to kill you one more time, monk.”

      He pointed to Uzuri and the twins next. “Don’t you darlin’s worry a bit now. We’ll be takin’ good care of you after this is all done. Bet it’s been a while since y’all had any real cock up in ya.”

      Uzuri just rolled her eyes.

      “Big words usually means small dick. So, no thanks, asshole.”

      The twins chuckled and held out their pinky fingers, wagging them limp down at the ground.

      The captain held a hand to his chest. “You think I’m talkin’ ‘bout me? No, no, no. You got it all wrong. These cock-havin’ gentlemen you see before you will show you the finer points of pussy fuckin’. They gonna show you ‘til you dead on the ground. As for me, I wouldn’t fuck any y’all with a stolen dick and someone else pushin’--”

      The captain’s hands were quick and strong. Only the white shining light of the mana arrow and black smoke from burnt flesh escaped the hand that caught the attack. The tip was stopped a few hair lengths from his big scarred forehead and he held it there in a show of power.

      “And little bitch number four,” he yelled. “That’s the closest anyone’s got in a long time to touchin’ me. I’m gonna touch you special right back.”

      Sara hung by a small hunter’s harness; brown leather straps that wrapped from her torso around the upper part of the pillar she scaled. She was well hidden until she shot the arrow. Now, everyone knew where she was. I didn’t understand why she was still in the firing position anyway. She should have been reaching for another arrow and nocking up, but she was still as stone. Her bow arm was extended, motionless, and the hand that pulled the arrow back was raised by her head, fingers spread wide open.

      As she brought her index finger down, the short arrow flared into a ten-foot-long rod of light and shot through the Captain’s ocular cavity, pinning him where he stood. His mouth hung agape and his body went limp. As he fell backward, his head tracked along the path of the burning arrow until it clacked against the ground.

      Sara closed her hand completely and the light vanished, leaving a wooden arrow smoking in his lifeless head.

      Howls of rage and cackles from some depth of hell came from the mutated Elites. They charged, mad, all at once, a rage-filled wave of mangled hair and bright red eyes. They covered the distance to Uzuri and I faster than I would have thought possible for beasts of their size.

      My runners were the first to meet the wave. Sounds of bending metal and punctured flesh rang up from the melee, puffs of steam rising from the Elites as they were cut and slashed at. Even with the active defense of the cobalt manes, they weren’t taking damage well. With each swing of the Elite’s swollen vascular upper body members, the Runners fell to the ground in crumpled heaps of thin silver trash.

      The Defenders were too slow in a frontal assault so I focused in on the Elites most preoccupied with the Runners. I sent them in from the sides. Four thunderous booms later, I had dropped their fighting numbers by a fourth. Steam rose up from the craters the reptilian monsters lay in, crushed like herbs into a grinding stone.

      I could see the Elites experience in battle showcased, black blurs through the air, already repositioning against any similar attack. They analyzed and compensated perfectly. The Defenders that were in mid mana stack fell together in one well-timed group hit. Sinewy muscle and black claws gouged out the mana engines of the immobile Defenders. In one calculated move, five Defenders fell.

      Steam was rising up from everywhere. The more the Elites took damage, the more steam poured from their wounds. I didn’t give it much thought until I sensed movement in the four craters opened up by my Defenders. The previously mangled Elites stood, necks, limbs, and bone twitching and realigning. They were being actively healed.

      My numbers had dropped by over half and theirs had not changed, except for the captain pinned to the arena floor by Sara’s light arrow. I needed mana weapons for my summons, but without them, I was fighting a losing battle. I came to the stark realization that no number of summons alone could win against Elites.

      I just smiled. The Demon’s answer to problems was a summon, or suicide bomb. I had a plan C and I couldn’t wait for the chance to tell it, “I told you so”, when I had won.

      “Ladies, now!” I screamed.

      Streaks of white light arrows rained down on the arena floor while the air was stained red with swing after swing of the arc-lasers. I watched as mana pulsed through the ground and air, weapons of light cutting through hard scale deep into black and red flesh. Mighty roars turned to gargling squeals, then silence.

      All of my summons had been destroyed, but my core team stood victorious over broken bodies slick with death.
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      Uzuri stood over the Rashomon gate. The twins and Sara walked around the burnt corpses, high-fiving each other. Muck and blood as black as pitch clung to the arrows as Sara yanked them from the lifeless husks she had burnt into the ground. The twins had thrown their arc-lasers at some point during the fight. Both of them buried through the chest of an Elite, stuck firm into the stone through smoldering burnt scales.

      I watched Sara continue to pull her arrows one by one from the limp bodies and saw an arm flap up and down once from behind her, then to the side of her.

      “Sara, get back here now!” I yelled.

      As the twins stood over their felled enemies, trying to pry their arc-lasers from the arena floor, their eyes met with mine. The heads under them jerked up and blood-soaked arms swung out at them. They avoided the brunt of the damage, but both had been slashed across the back of the legs. They didn’t flinch and broke into a full sprint away from the pinned and flailing dead that had come back to life.

      Sara’s face turned pale white as they rose around her. She took off towards us as well. The dead did not follow. Instead, howls of rage and cackles from the forgotten prison cells of hades lashed out from the mutated beasts. The fourteen piece chamber choir of death came to a glass-shattering crescendo then stopped. Then the breathing was all I heard.

      One after another, twin orbs of green light replaced their blood red eyes. Heads turned until bone cracked while their arms were pulled over their ears by some invisible force.

      Like being picked up by some unkind child’s hand, the chest of the captain rose off the arena floor. The arrow that once pinned his head to the stone flicked off the back of his skull, shook, then stopped. He hovered and came forward slightly, until his knees slid on the ground. The dead husk of man was spun around violently and held there like an offering for us to gaze upon.

      Sara stopped halfway between the horror and us, turned, and let off three arrows in succession that thudded into his chest. By the time the third arrow hit, Sara had already pivoted and was running towards me, worry and fear streaked across her face. The twins were right behind her.

      “Uzuri, buff their defense as soon as they’re in range.”

      Uzuri peeked past me then gave me a worried look. “Okay, babe, but what about you?”

      “I’ll be fine. About how far do you think you can stretch your buff tendrils?”

      “I can get them out pretty far now, but probably couldn’t reach those things.” She pointed to them then clasped her hands together. Focus quickly replaced the fear in her eyes as she looked out onto the insanity before her.

      “When you’re done, I need you to tower stack speed buffs as fast as you can then release them when I say to.”

      Uzuri nodded. After the defense buffs were in place, she switched her clasped hand position to one of prayer under her white cherub chin and closed her eyes.

      A whisper came from some hidden corner of my mind then. For the first time, the Demon spoke like someone other than me could hear it.

      “Daw, she’s here…”

      I could feel every fiber of mutated sinewy muscle lurch and tighten inside of the scaled Elite beasts during their attack, but all of a sudden, I felt nothing. The same thing went for the captain as well. Nothing. I didn’t sense anyone outside either. I could only see with my eyes and listen with my ears. A dead calm circled about me.

      The captain’s one good eye hung slack to the left. His other eye was a cauterized wound, greasy and maroon-colored. A peephole free for anyone deplorable enough to take a sickening stare through. Then, out of his mouth, curdled a black sludge that crawled up his face and entered his clothing. His jaw jerked left then shut.

      Sara and the twins had reached us just as a shattering boom of bass spread out from the captain’s body. Riding on top of the sound wave were the shrieks of a thousand dead souls practiced at voicing their suffering.

      My projection dimmed and my stomach churned as the sound hit me.

      “Speak your name…”

      “Daw,” whispered the Demon, its voice even smaller this time. “It’s happening again. This is the end. Are you ready?”

      The captain’s body shuddered as a green light began to coagulate around his ragdoll form. Soon, the mist took shape; long hair down to the floor, and two faces, one hovering over the other, but both visible. One was of a striking beauty, thin regal lips, long high-bridged nose, and a royal stare. The other was gaunt with hollow black holes for eyes and teeth visible back nearly to the rotted nose.

      The horror scene before me faded for a moment. Everything rippled away into mist. I was back in the valley when it was lifeless and gray, watching a theater act play out before me. I saw and knew the characters. I had watched them talk, fight, and die a hundred times since remembering my name. I glanced at runes glowing green and the ground turning red. But before all of that, a word hovering above it all caught my attention that had not before. I closed my eyes to reach out to it. So high. A word I played over and over in my head. I knew it, but I could not speak it. I knew the word, but I did not understand the meaning of it, until that witch appeared before me for the second time.

      The main character in the play was afraid of her. He was held to the ground like a whipped dog, broken and obedient. So much had changed.

      My mind calmed and my projection went still. I was no longer a shadow of myself. Gone was the weakness and fear that had chained my resolve. I opened my eyes once more to the rotting beauty come to take my soul. I was a Sceptor.

      “I have an answer for you, Empress. But you are not likely to enjoy it.”

      “Then keep your answer, dead man.” She flicked one finger at me and unleashed her scaled hounds.

      The Empress’s apparition flared and came towards me a few steps, dragging the big dog-faced corpse with her. She leaned forward with a cocked head. Her arms were curled and tucked into her chest like some twisted bird of prey.

      “You have emerald hair, young one,” She spoke past me to Uzuri. Her neck contorted enough for her to be looking nearly upside down. Her voice was two-toned, high and low pitched, and sweeter than sugar. “Come. Let me take a look at you. Come…”

      Uzuri’s eyes had begun to glow a faint green and she took a step forward. She was crying. “I…don’t…”

      “Quiet, child,” said the Empress.

      I could sense unseen mana tendrils licking about Uzuri’s face and chest.

      My hand was on Uzuri’s forehead, and in an instant, I drove the Empress from her mind and calmed her thoughts. When I backed away, she just smiled at me.

      The Empress was less enthused about it.

      With one bone-jarring shriek, the dead Elite made their run on us.

      The girls’ furrowed brows were streaked in sweat and their breathing was labored. Uzuri’s buffs had been interrupted and canceled. The light of the mana blades and arc-lasers was dimmed from the intensity of the fighting a few minutes before. Summons alone would not work on them either. My only option was to hope.

      I could see the closest of the dead’s green milky eyes slightly rolled up and filled with nothing but the Empress’s rage. I saw a flash of white across the ground as one of the dead lifted into the air. Its chest burned white from the inside, consuming the writhing body until only smoking hands and feet fell to the ground.

      The dead stopped.

      In front of them floated the Mara. It morphed from disc to ball, then to a tall cylinder shape. It shimmered then formed two legs, two arms, and a shaved head at the top of long flowing robes. The Mara had turned into a pure white carbon copy of me. I could feel what it could feel. It was a physical representation of my spirit form.

      The dead hesitated then rushed on in fear of their screaming master.

      “Bring me their bones!”

      In a blur of white fists, the back of the dome wall drummed with the beat of mange-covered corpses slamming to the ground, purified of their taint and rot by fire.

      The Empress threw her hands out and the flames were quenched by a green mist. But the damage was done. The Elites’ bodies were broken and scorched from the inside. Their eyes had sunken completely into their heads, staring off into space.

      I put a hand in a fist and bowed to the Empress with a smile. Now, the dead-loving bitch would have to face me at full strength with her worst.

      The captain’s corpse began groaning. Slowly, the green presence of the Empress pooled around his mouth and whirled and drained into him. The energy tore through his back in the form of two giant bone wings engulfed in green flame.

      The captain vomited up his words. “I told you, monk. Don’t disappoint me.”

      “I have no such intention, dear Captain. But what I will do is be kind and put an end to your suffering. I will deal with the Empress after that.” I turned sideways, put one arm behind me, and held the other straight towards him. I could hear the feet of the Mara slide along the stone. I beckoned him with a quick wave of my hand. “Come.”

      The great dead wings heaved up and came down and back. Stone and earth were gouged out from under him and the walls of the dome behind cracked as he launched off at me.

      His rage telegraphed his attack to me. I moved to meet him in the gap between his thrust and his planned hit point. Simple tactical movement from years at the monastery. If an opponent tries to hit you, move out of the way. If you want to hit an opponent, hit through him, but hit right.

      The heat of my Soul Burn lit the whole of the dome as if it were high noon. I came in under his wild haymaker and plunged my knife fist through the middle of his chest, just under the sternum. As my hand exited his back, I closed my fist and sent all of my energy flowing through him. His voice cracked and was gone, but the Empress’s voice lingered on. The captain’s body contorted and writhed around the fire of my light. As the body burned and shrank in mass, so did the witch’s voice.

      I withdrew my arm from the bones and fire that hung in the air. After, a pile of ash lay on the ground. I knelt beside it and bent my head in prayer.

      When I stood, the body of the Mara melted away and I was left alone with my ethereal form once again.

      Uzuri had her hand in the air. “Did we just defeat the Empress?”

      “We won a battle, yes,” I said.

      Joy grabbed Charity by the front of her top and kissed her hard on the lips then ripped her face away.

      “I swear, I thought we were gonna die there,” she said.

      “I love you too, sis.”

      Sara just walked away towards the Rashomon gate.

      “You doin’ all right, sweetie?” asked Uzuri

      “Shots!” she yelled back. “And, Daw, you need to get on the mana weapon wielding summon thing real fuckin’ fast. That shit was too close.” She put her hands on her hips and turned for just a second. “We did pretty good, huh?”

      “Yes. Yes we did,” I said.

      We all followed her.

      Everyone, with the exception of Sara, went to sleep to begin recovery. Sara was deep into her second bottle when she finally lay down.

      I ghosted back into the mana throne to reap the rewards of the battle.

      The Demon had been silent since the end of the fight. I was happy because of it and set to work on checking my new status menu. The winds of the mana throne swirled around me and pumped new life back into my weary soul. I hoped from then that the Empress would think twice before coming back to my dungeon. The rush of the level up brought me into a deep state of rest. I closed my eyes and was swept away.
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      I awoke to a chill in the air and a knock at the door of my chamber. The twisting energies of the mana throne had died down to a low hum underneath the stone. I wondered who it could be. I stumbled off the throne and stopped myself. Why was my balance off? I focused, walked to the door, and drew it back.

      Uzuri was in a rush and started talking even before the door was fully open. “Babe, I thought I heard something coming from the twins’ room and…”

      She stood, frozen, in a white tank top that hung down to the middle of her thighs. I couldn’t tell if she was wearing underwear or not. I hoped for the latter.

      She looked at me like I was ghost, but her hand reached up as it had so many times before, to graze my silhouette and show her love for me.

      The tears that had welled up in her eyes poured forth as her hand reached my face. I felt the touch of her skin and took her hand in mine instinctively.

      I looked down and saw white robes with gold trim. I looked at my arms, flush with tan color, the muscles toned and ready to move at any moment. The presence of the Demon was gone. I could smell a sweetness on the air. Uzuri leaned in to kiss me and I was overwhelmed by it.

      “I can’t believe it. Is this real, babe?”

      “I have no idea. I just woke up and answered the door. Let me check my status.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: S- (Mana/Life-force capacity: x3) (Mana Throne Recovery: DOWN 40%)

      Dungeon: Level 20

      NEW SKILLS:

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment, Projectiles, Interior 1, Exterior 1, Intermediate Matter Manipulation (Off/Def), Exterior 2 (Defensive/Environmental), Interior 2 (Consumables Production, Technical Accoutrements, Décor), Interior 3 (Full Matter Manipulation), Exterior 3 (Global),

      SUMMON RANK: Alpha Adrophyte (No Immunity to Physical Attacks)

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender, Runner, Mara

      STATUS -End-

      

      Uzuri grabbed me by the arm and spun me around. “Oh my God! Babe, this is it! This is ascension!”

      “Uzuri, I am not sure--”

      She dove into my mouth before I could respond and pushed me past the mana throne where we fell to the ground. Her lips were so soft. They tasted like sweet candied persimmons, with cinnamon spice.

      Her hand slipped down under my robes and her fingertips rubbed down the path of my abs. She thrust them right past my pant line and I gasped in a shudder of rebirth. She had my cock in hand and began to stroke it, the head running in and out of her firm grip. I was hard in seconds.

      I pulled my clothes off and she did the same.

      My breath was as heavy as hers. It had been forever since I had felt air in my lungs or sweat on my brow. My heart slammed against my chest and in my ears as she straddled me. She rose up to guide my cock inside her.

      I watched her smile and take a quick look at me with those big green eyes; I was lost to her. My anticipation threatened to weaken my stamina. I was close to cumming and nothing had really happened yet.

      Focus.

      She came down on my bellybutton, missing her target. A mana blade ran through her mid-section and into my stomach. The heat made us scream out in unison.

      A black-clawed hand wrapped around Uzuri’s face, pulling her to the side. The mana blade ripped through her and sprayed blood as she was thrown head first into the wall. She lay there, broken, most of her wound cauterized a deep red.

      The broken and twisted form of an Elite stood before me. I hadn’t sensed it at all. The head was missing from its bottom right cheek, gouged out through to its forehead and back around the skull. Filling the gap and looking down at me was the undead rotted half-face of the Empress. The body was ragged and dripped slime that steamed as it dirtied the ground.

      I had to get to Uzuri.

      Zava Doza twisted her head and peered at me a moment then turned her hand on the mana blade. Blood came up hot into my mouth but I choked it down. I didn’t want to give her the pleasure.

      “Look at you, wallowing in your failure, dead man. I am the only one who can truly ascend. I am the oldest of us.” She jammed the blade forward but I bit my tongue against the pain. “I am the strongest of us. Your very existence taints what I have spent lifetimes working towards. But your crystal is the last. All I need to finally break the barrier between all dimensions and become a God.”

      “Maybe you’ll finally be able to get some sleep. You look awful.”

      Zing.

      She took a step towards me.

      I could feel Uzuri fading. Where were the others? I could sense the twins outside of the Rashomon gate, surrounded by death. Sara was in her bed, still sleeping, but she was not alone.

      This dark bitch was really messing up my day.

      The Empress ripped the mana blade from my stomach and pulled it up high above her head for another go. I looked into her eyes and saw a mix of joy and hate that I had thought impossible.

      That was until my joy for the girls and my hate for her. I had the bitch beat by a monastery mile.

      My hands slammed together and my body ignited under her. I Soul Burned my arm right through her. The power of my fire blew her to ash before my eyes.

      My attention turned to Uzuri. She needed healing and I needed to help the others. Hopefully, they could fend for themselves until I made it through the dungeon.

      I laid her flat on the ground and my arms disappeared from view in the swirl of healing light. She coughed up blood but her eyes opened.

      “Babe…”

      She was fighting, but near death.

      Uzuri lying there on the floor was an image that would be burned into my memory with the power of a thousand suns. The next was of my chamber ceiling flying by and my head cracking against the wall.

      Before I could recover, another of the dead Elites stood with a mana spear plunged through my chest. The green glow of the Empress flowed from this one as well. Its head had been totally removed and its chest was gone. In place of all the missing pieces, the green glow of death. I could just make out her body shape under the broken corpse she wore as armor.

      “I will watch you die myself this time, dead man. Your life of blasphemy ends here.” She stood over me, waiting for my end to come.

      Focus was something that wouldn’t come to me. The fire in my chest and stomach wracked my body with paralyzing waves of pain.

      I slowly moved my hands to the mana pike and wrapped them around it, my flesh burning into strands of black smoke.

      “Even without your Demon, to resist so much, oh, you are strong. What a waste of a potential Voda.” She produced a small oval stone and held it over the top of the pole. “Surely you remember what this is.”

      The pole shook as I tried to pull it free from myself. She held an Empress seal. The instant the stone touched the handle, the pole flared green. My arms fell limp to the floor and my senses were dragged back into my body.

      “That should do.” Her voice went deep and thrummed through the chamber. “Bring them.”

      Unmeasurable moments flowed by as my blood leaked forth. I would have been dead sooner if not for the heat of the mana searing the wounds nearly shut.

      In shambled the left-over dead Elite, and the twins in their wake. Their eyes were green with fire and tears of blood streaked their faces.

      The Empress had begun wrapping up the loose ends of her victory.

      “You, take the fallen maiden. There are levels of life I’m sure we can suffer upon her. You two, in through the rune door with me.”

      The three of them moved as one. The Empress’s rotted black covering exploded off her and she stood in full brilliance as she reached to open the rune door. Green with shimmering lines of gold whipped about the ground around her.

      The runes flashed green then faded into the wood one by one. She flung the door wide and stood in the opening.

      “Clever little crystal,” she said. “You two, grab the body.”

      I couldn’t see what was happening inside. I could only see the open door and blue light radiating from it. Out came the twins with the corpse of a blonde-haired man stuck in a state of non-decay.

      -Shifu-

      Trailon!

      The rage swelled up inside of me anew. Endless tidal waves of it fighting against the hold of the Empress seal. They were quelled as fast as they had risen as the light from the stone flared and pinned my very will down to the ceiling of the void under me.

      The Empress disappeared into the room. When she came out, the crystal pulsed slowly in her hand and blue light filled the room. All I could see was blurry shadows engulfed in the energy.

      Uzuri was half dead. The twins were either under some kind of spell or had meant to betray me from the beginning. I couldn’t tell. And I had no idea what had happened to Sara. I assumed the worst.

      The light of the crystal grew brighter as the Empress brought it closer, her steps slow and calculated. “Now, you die, monk.”

      The crystal flared, blowing away the image of the arm that held it. It pulsed again, and the mana throne split in two.

      I struggled to see through the light. I watched her minions shield themselves and shrink back from it. She wheeled on them, one-armed, and panicked. “Be go--”

      The crystal’s light withdrew for a second and then flashed outward. Everything and everyone was lost in the blue flame. I was locked in that one moment for an eternity. The sound deafened me until I could not hear it any longer. The white light burned my green eyes until I could see nothing.

      I flapped helplessly in the wind of the end of my existence. My tethers shredded, I flew off into the void.
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      I was falling for what seemed like an eternity. Everything was ripped away from me. I sensed nothing. Not my dungeon. Not my girls. I felt nothing but the emptiness that nothing brought.

      I wondered when the void would come. I wondered if I tried hard enough, that everyone who died with me would appear beside me. I actually hoped for that more than wondered.

      -Daw-

      Something was calling my name. I remember the change from death to being a dungeon core. I remembered being stripped to bare bone, nearly nothing left of me. I was just as lost as last time, but my sense of self was intact. I guessed that was part of the hell I could play with myself. In eternal regret for my failure to protect my dungeon from some shitty space witch.

      “Shit-eater, answer me.” The Demon’s voice was with me this time.

      I guessed I wouldn’t spend all of the afterlife alone. I would have a shit-load of work to do with it before I could stomach a conversation though.

      “Is that you?” I asked. I tried to sound as lost and unknowing as possible. Hopeful even. Like a little child meeting its hero for the first time. Spite was the flavor of the moment.

      “Knock that shit off. It’s gross. Focus you dick-head.”

      Focus. Ha! On what? The fucking depth of eternal nothingness?

      “What good would that do? We are dead.”

      “Not yet, asshole. Focus and drag your worthless meat-sack of an ass back up to the zero plane.”

      “The what?”

      “Where the dungeon and all life is. That plane.”

      I was convinced the Demon was starting its campaign of eternal ‘gotcha’ jokes on me.

      Uzuri lying in a heap on the ground flashed before me. I had to try. At the depth of my despair, my will destroyed, love gave me a quick kick in the ass. I slowed my thoughts and focused.

      I began to rise.

      I opened my eyes to the crystal lying beside me, humming with its blue light. But there was a noticeable crack through it. But more pressing were the two holes opened up in me, blood still leaking forth. I had remained in my corporeal form and I knew well the feeling I felt. Death was upon me. Rusted crimson caked the inside of my mouth. “What happened, Demon?”

      “What we should have done from the beginning of the assault, dick-head. I blow everything to hell and we rebuild. But now, there’s no we.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re going to die. Those wounds could be healed, sure. But haven’t you noticed something a little odd about your life-force and mana levels?”

      I hadn’t thought about them at all. I thought my energy levels were low from being blown to hell. But, something was pulling at me and leeching them from me.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s the weak point of my plan, shit-head. The Empress and I had a deal. I supply her with dead cores, and she doesn’t destroy me. Trailon was made to take me from the capital. It’s happened before. She plays a different game every time, but the end result is the same. This time, the carrier thought he was planning a revolution or some nonsense. He had me in his possession while you descended into the gorge. He was to be linked with me.”

      “Then why the hell am I stuck with you instead?”

      “One, you fucked up the ritual. Two, you both died inside the runes.”

      “So you knew? And you chose to not tell me. Coward.”

      “Maybe I’ll just shut up and let you bleed out and die then?”

      I looked around for the first time and saw the scope of the devastation. The gorge walls were gone and I sat in a deep crater, nearly a quarter off into the horizon on all sides, the ground smooth and warm.

      I gathered my patience and tried another question. “Can this leeching process be stopped?”

      “Not unless you fly to the capital and kill the Empress in person. Which is impossible since you can’t fly and you weren’t even able to defeat her apparition. Her power is severely weakened in that overextended state. It might’ve been possible, but here you lay, bloodied and dying.”

      “How is she doing it? How is she stealing my power from half way across the galaxy?”

      “Through Trailon. Five years ago, as you sat on your knees wondering what do to with yourself, Trailon was in the middle of linking with me. Then you resolved to blow your physical body to hell and tried to scatter yourself across the universe. That made you resonate with me more than your dead friend and we were linked. Not my preference at the time, by the way. As I dragged you off with me to set up the dungeon before you came back from the brink of the void, I saw Trailon’s body and I took it.”

      “You are seriously a nasty being. He was dead, and you still wanted to mine him for his energies?”

      “Him? Fuck no. He was a mid-level fighter Elite wannabe. There are hundreds of him in the capital. I thought I could use him to fool the Empress. When you leveled up, I sent your energy signal through him to her. That way, she thought the ritual went as planned. As long as the dungeon core energy never reached an optimal level, she would leave me alone. I hate that cunt. I thought I found a loophole to freedom, so I took it.”

      “That still does not address my leeching problem.”

      “Does it really matter? You’re dying.”

      “Humor me then, before the end.”

      “Trailon’s body was linked to the crystal as well. A very, very small link, but a link just the same. She is half way across the system from us, yes. But she is exploiting the link to amplify her powers to draw your energies to her. You will die, and she will try to ascend. And I hope she strains something and blows herself to hell.”

      “Well, I guess you win then. How nice for you.” Being on the verge of death was doing wonders for the sarcastic edge in my voice.

      “Yeah, but no. Ascension isn’t possible, so when she fails, she’ll be blown to hell, like we just were. The only difference is, she doesn’t have two holes opened up in her. So she’ll come back here, get me, and we’ll start the game all over again.”

      “You are the worst maker of plans in the history of the universe, I think.”

      “I am what I am. A Vymrali shard. I survive, whether it agrees with ‘deals’ or ‘morals’ or whatever. She posed a threat, and I reacted. She understands the rules well enough to know that. I just tried to escape. But it failed. She isn’t here because you are still alive. As long as you live, I will go super-nova on her. That’s the game we play. After you’re dead though, well, then it’s anybody’s game, really.”

      “So, you will just go on alone, being used by everyone who can get their hands on you?”

      “Alone? I don’t know if you’ve been listening when I’m talking to you, but there is a fuck load of souls in here with me. When a core dies, it comes in here with me, but melts into the background. That is the void. It is eternal and ever expanding. But for you, it is an endless ocean of nothing. For me, your voice is a reflection of my own will and nothing else. If it’s any consolation, I will miss these little conversations we have had. You have stuck around the longest and leveled up the most. You’re the least bad worthless shit-eating meat-bag ever. But you’ll always be in the void at the back of my mind. I suppose you can take some small solace in that.”

      So, I was fucked. I couldn’t stop the leeching. I couldn’t fight her and win, even if I could fly to the capital. But I didn’t want to just sit there and die.

      Think.

      I could resolve to die as one of the monks of old, but scattering my energies to the universe wouldn’t work this time. She had a lock on them, so as soon as they dispersed, she would have them. I would just expedite the process for her.

      It’s a unique thing, planning out your own death. You can’t really prepare for it until you’re faced with it. Did I want to go out in a flash of anger and rage? No. I tried that once, and it got me here. Ripped from the cycle of reincarnation, my soul sat before the great maw of nothingness, waiting to expire and sink into the crystal like so many before me.

      That was it! The souls! I was a monk, damn it. If there were souls suffering, I could do something about it. How sweet would it be to cleanse the crystal of all that had been fooled into it?

      This shouldn’t be too complicated. If someone’s body is never found, they stay in limbo because the proper prayers cannot be said for them. But, in principle, the crystal was their body. At least that was the idea I went with.

      Trailon was the exception, of course.

      I brought my fists into my lap and calmed myself. I detached from all the carnal connections I had made and cleansed my soul of hate. I reached out to the crystal and instantly felt the Demon.

      “What the fuck are you doing, shit-eater?”

      Its words passed right through me and I reached beyond it for the first time since being linked to it. There, deep in the blackness behind the enormity of the Demon, a thousand souls, frozen in place, their voices hovering above their ghosts, used like strings in a grand piano. It was time to bring an end to the Demon’s eternal concerto.

      I brought my hands to prayer and began chanting the Heart Sutra. I had done it hundreds of times before in villages that surrounded the monastery. It was one of my greatest joys as a monk. Bringing souls full circle to be born again.

      When I was finished with the last thrum of the prayer, I felt one soul break free of its eternal prison. It came to me and glowed bright with one pulse of white light then flitted away through my mind’s eye.

      The Demon exploded in protest. “You monks are nothing but shitty little specks in the expanse of the universe. Your false Gods leak water and you drowned in it. A Vymrali shard is not likened to your…”

      I drowned him out as easily as a dragon takes flight.

      I said the prayer a thousand times, over and over again, watching soul after soul exit into their next life. A thousand times I chanted, and a thousand souls rode my rhythmic monotones to rebirth.

      The Demon’s voice had gone silent at some point, and I did not care.

      My vision began to darken, and I embraced it. I began to see the light of the crystal coming for me. I closed my eyes in anticipation, but my mind’s eye stayed open. With it, I could see the crystal floating in front of me. The crack was gone.

      “Daw, I must thank you.” The voice of the Demon was gone.

      “Who are you?”

      “I have been called many things. For the longest time it seems that ‘Demon’ was quite common. For too long, actually. My name is Iblis, and I am the Vymrali shard.”

      Releasing the souls seemed to have cleansed the crystal of its hate. Like so many stodgy old monks at the monastery who had lost the voice of compassion to their students, a super long hot spring bath with the craziest herbs from the highest peaks of a holy mountain would have the same effect. “There is not much time left,” it said. “Your friends cling to life, but are beginning to yearn for death in mourning of you.”

      “How do you know this to be true? No one could have survived this devastation.”

      “I know much now, thanks to you. Come, open wide your mind’s eye once more.”

      I had never been around such purity in a being in my life. I trusted it as much as I trusted anyone I had ever met.

      My vision had mostly faded and gone dark. My mind’s eye was all that was left to me. I could see most of my energy had been expended as the Empress pulled ever harder on me. I knew she could feel my end was near.

      I focused and widened my mind’s eye. As I did, the blackness was erased with the light of the crystal. It floated forward and touched against my chest, plunging into me.

      I saw the beginning of the universe through the eye of the crystal. In the span of a few heartbeats, Iblis’s life and experience was laid before me as if it were my own. In some sense, it actually was.

      When I opened my eyes, I looked at my hands. They were solid and full of color. When I moved them, there was a slight golden glimmer to my arms, like trails of light through a kaleidoscope clinging to my tanned skin.

      I was afloat high above Rasa. It had become a golden sphere of limitless potential, every atom of the planet nanoseconds from becoming my will. Tsunamis of possibility rippled along its surface.

      My status popped up without even a twitch from my fingers.

      “You could make an ocean of summons infused with mana weapons from that planet if you wish, Daw.”

      “I wish to help my friends.”

      I could sense so much. My mind stretched out beyond the planet Rasa to the neighboring gas giant—all show and no substance, just a heavy metal core surrounded by shrouds of pink and yellow miasma.

      I turned outward, following the stellar path to the capital. My mind was pulled there instantly. It looked as if two balls of glass where turning in on themselves, stretching and curving the light around me. The sensation lasted only a moment, but the impact of it was as profound as anything I had ever felt. Four souls were trapped there that were different from all others on the planet.

      “How is it that my girls are still alive?” I asked.

      “The Empress understood the Demon well. She wouldn’t have come so close to the crystal without a contingency plan. A soul projection lacks the full power of the person using it, but she knows this. She had stacked an extraordinary amount of defense and speed mana beforehand. She deflected the blast long enough to ghost out of the dungeon with your girls before the blast leveled this side of the planet.”

      There it was, the silver lining in the complex web of life. Having to thank an enemy was never easy. I supposed I couldn’t complain. Between the insanity of the Demon and the vindictive evil of the Empress, it was a miracle they had survived at all.

      “Daw. The Empress can no longer use Trailon as an energy conduit. She will know something has happened and will move on to your friends soon.”

      With my fists clenched I turned in the direction of the capital. Rasa quaked violently in response. “How much time will flying to the capital take?”

      “Time? That’s only one way to think about things. Can you picture the capital in your head?”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Then, as if the universe were but a piece of parchment you can see the edges of, fold that place to this one. That is all you ever need do now, ‘Miakatra’.”

      “I do not know this word.”

      “It means; you are the ‘ascended’.”
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      I floated there, arms crossed, looking out towards the vastness of space in perfect perpetual focus. My mind’s eye would never close again.

      Rasa quivered in anticipation of my commands. It quivered because I made it do so. Ideas at the forefront of my mind held back by nothing more than my will. The need for hand signs to act as a dungeon had faded along with the blackness of the Demon.

      “The capital it is then, but first things first,” I said.

      Always check your status.

      

      STATUS -Begin-

      Core Rank: A+S (Mana/Life-force capacity: MAX) (Mana Throne Recovery: MAX)

      Dungeon: Level MAX

      NEW SKILLS: Space-Time Manipulation, God Body, Soul Crusher

      CURRENT SKILLS: Mana Throne, Mana Entrapment, Projectiles, Interior 1, Exterior 1, Intermediate Matter Manipulation (Off/Def), Exterior 2 (Defensive/Environmental), Interior 2 (Consumables Production, Technical Accoutrements, Décor), Interior 3 (Full Matter Manipulation), Exterior 3 (Global),

      SUMMON RANK: Miakatra

      INVOCATE TYPES: Parasite, Defender, Runner, Mara, Rasa

      STATUS -End-

      

      The stars and planets in front of me elongated as I lowered my arms. Space folded before me. As the planets stretched past, the power of my mind’s eye began to become clear. I could study the details of any planet in a split second, like I had taken a photo to study at leisure. I turned to watch an interesting tube-shaped planet and I saw that Rasa was right behind me, following at my heels, ready to obey. I always wanted a pet.

      I appeared in the skies over the capital, like a falling meteor through its atmosphere. Clouds burned away in an expanding halo as I entered the stratosphere. Before me, the sprawling majesty of the capital. Lush farmlands, green to the horizon. The buildings of the villages, towns, and cities ever increasing in number as they got closer to the Palace.

      The home of the Empress, and seat of her power, had grown dark since last I had seen it. Above it floated the image of Zava Doza’s head, hair moving slightly in the wind as it slowly turned, scouring the horizons for any threat. It found me soon after I saw it and screamed some terrible language at me that boomed through the air, blowing away the clouds directly around me.

      After the sound wave passed, I could hear the air whizzing past me once more when Iblis chimed in about the translation. “I believe she said something about coming to meet your doom. Would you like me to respond?”

      “Tell her I think she needs to get out more.”

      Iblis did as I commanded, and in a much more preferable tone.

      The head disappeared, and one long wave of bass followed by a ring of green light shot out through the ground from the palace. The ring consumed everything in its path. People, buildings, the very lifeblood of the capital, was destroyed in a matter of seconds.

      The smooth shorn earth began to buckle and crack. Geysers of green fire came bursting forth, turning the sky verdant then black. The same wind that had carried a myriad of sounds and smells from the capital instead now ferried the stench of decay and rot.

      In place of its bustling population, tens of thousands of deformed beasts, Elites, and all manner of twisted invocate stretched out before me like some sickened congealing ocean. At the cusp of the horizon, the palace was concealed in a black mist, with a green beam of light shooting up into space from the center.

      I quantified their total number and readied my response with Rasa, pulsing visibly in anticipation of my order. Then I felt the heat and soul of all four of my goddesses. They were weak and getting weaker by the second.

      I had wished for a long battle with my forces overwhelming those of the Empress in a cathartic show of how big my dick had gotten, but alas, my girls needed saving.

      I brought my hands together, fist over fist, then pushed out with open palms. I made quite a booming yell as well. There was no need for the hand movements, but old habits die hard. Plus, monk kung fu poses look awesome.

      The golden planet vanished. I could see the looks on all of her twisted sacrifices, eyes darting around, searching the sky for what would come. I didn’t keep them waiting. The sky turned black and billions of Inconel shards rained down on the capital’s surface. The sight of an entire planet’s legions lying dead on the ground made for a macabre carpet of black blood and limp corpses. Nothing survived.

      I continued my trajectory straight down on the palace.

      The black clouds began spinning and picking up speed. The light at the center cast a green glow over the Inconel graveyard. At the center, I could see the Empress, her locket unlatched and her black hole reaching out to meet me. An immense maw of universe making gravitational pull, pitch black as the cellars of hell. My minds allowed me the ability to see the one pinprick of light in the depth of its center, where information was ripped apart into single units of data.

      “Nothing has ever escaped one of those,” said Iblis.

      “I am not trying to escape.”

      The black hole wanted everything inside of it. It pulled everything to its hole indiscriminately, but it was never satisfied.

      My pace quickened and my body began to lengthen and deform the closer I got to it. Time began to bend and slow down.

      Iblis’ voice began to distort and lengthen under the gravitational force. “Daw, are you sure you know what you’re doing? You’re not invincible.”

      “Nothing is.”

      The power of the Empress’s black hole was frightening. I had to focus on my body’s shape to keep it from deforming too much, but my efforts were soon overwhelmed. It seemed like it would take an eternity just to bring my hands up to my chest. My feet stretched out like ribbons behind my wavering taffy-like torso and head. It would take everything from me if I let it. Such a needy black hole.

      Hand signs were impossible, but my mind’s eye was an unwavering constant in the face of the black hole’s gravity well.

      Focus.

      My clothing blew off me as my Soul Burn lit up the blackest depths of the Empress’s gluttonous space slit. The focal point of the light culminated around my cock head, getting brighter the harder I focused. It was a holy golden rod of pure illumination against the pull of the nothingness before me.

      My goal was the locket. I pushed myself through the warp of time and space, even in Soul Burn, my body began to deform again, and the world around seemed to stop.

      The Empress had appeared to be unaffected by the power of the black hole, but the closer I got, the more she struggled. Soft nubile skin began to curl and crackle off like old flaking paint. Slowly, teeth separated by blackened gaps showed through lips that receded up towards her nose. Lush flowing hair shortened and withered, leaving dead and gray patches of cord surrounded by white bone. Her eyes turned to wax, running down her face but not dripping off her jaw. Instead, they congealed into two rotted pathways, leading to her blighted soul. I looked into her dead eyes and saw the green flame of eternal hate and malice that could consume the entirety of the universe if she could have willed it be.

      The wise words of Trailon floated at the back of my mind.

      “Remember, all a frigid woman really needs is a good fuckin’. Knock the dust off that pussy and she’ll melt like butter for you.”

      My golden god’s cock plunged into the tiny hole of the amulet. My limbs were spiraling lengths of ink in a whirlpool. I was barely holding myself away from certain death as I was nearly upon the event horizon. The moment the first singular particle of data left my stretched head and touched the forbidden light at the end of everything, one crack split the black hole in two. Like a cantaloupe sliced at an angle, the two sides of reality slipped away from equilibrium then imploded around me.

      The Empress stared up at me from her knees, sucking and gasping for air that would not come. The amulet that housed her crystal was shattered to pieces around my throbbing rod; crystal flakes shimmered green in my light brown pubic hair. A fitting stage for the dying light of the Empress’s power. My cock protruded from her back, hidden under white hair, silky to the touch. Beautifully thin pale pink lips and framed silver eyes were looking up at me. The dead look of her gone forever, like my virginity.

      That wasn’t how I had envisioned losing it; piercing the blackest of hearts with my native penile voyage, but such is life. I wondered if it even counted as a ‘first time’. This was a question for academics. Uzuri should have an answer for me.

      The girls!

      I pulled myself free and the Empress slumped to the floor, blood gushing down her pristine white gown, streaking it crimson. She began to list to the side when I knelt down and caught her in my arms.

      “Thank you, Sceptor Daw,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted that for a long time.”

      “You could have just asked.”

      “I will ask you something now then. Would you grant the wish of a dying woman who lived such a horrid life?” She began to weep and I pitied her.

      “I will do what I can, but what of the women you stole away from me?”

      “My powers have faded. They are in no danger but being alone. You must go to them. I am jealous of what you have with them. They truly love you.” Her chest heaved once, and up coughed a thick mouthful of dark red death. She went still and her eyes went lax for a second. Then she continued. “Please, save my son. He has been cast into limbo. Time is something you have a great deal of control over, it seems. If you can resist the power of a black hole, then maybe you can bring him back. Maybe you can bring him back into the cycle of reincarnation. It’s too late for me, but for him, he…”

      “That is a noble request. I shall see it done.”

      “Oh, thank you, Daw.” Her breathing was wet and ragged. “That is one good thing I can help to do before I am gone. Please tell him I am sorry and that I always loved him. The part that orphaned him was the small bit of me still alive inside of the monstrous witch. But please, you must beware of his father. He will be looking for him as well. I was the light that became corrupted. But he is darker than I could ever have been. The ‘King of Nothing’ amasses his power inside of a super massive black hole, waiting for the end of everything. Save my son from him, please.”

      “Be at ease. I will do what I can. Give me his name?”

      Her eyelids hung down again, and I could barely see the silver in them anymore. She moved her lips to say the name, but the words failed to come forth. She coughed, then at the tail end of her last breath, she spoke. “…Trailon…”

      Did you know, my brother?

      The Empress’s body went limp and heavy in my arms. For all the death she had wrought upon the galaxy, even she must be allowed her chance at reincarnation. The afterlife and her deeds would judge her better than I ever could.

      I closed her eyes and placed my hand over her forehead. The heat had already begun leaving her body as I started the Heart Sutra. It would be the last thing she heard as Zava-Doza, Empress of the Zhēng-Qahr Dynasty. I finished and set her body to ash, blowing it to the solar winds as her light faded from this world.

      I wasn’t much for mourning after so many funerals. I stood and reached out for the girls. Uzuri and Sara were where I expected them to be, in the cells under the palace proper. Both of them bloodied and lying on the floor.

      The twins however, were in the lower living quarters of the palace, chained opposite each other in a state room stripped of its decadence.

      Their loyalty had been in question since the silent assault on me. But chains are not the way one thanks a backstabber who helps one’s cause. I trusted them enough to hear their telling of what happened and put the issue aside.

      I enveloped all four in white healing light and sent them off the planet surface back into my dungeon.

      The capital was in ruins and the planet was stripped of all its life. Besides the dimming silhouette of the palace, the barren wasteland and its rot was all I could see. But deep within the planet, I could sense its munasari seeds. Rasa seemed to have too many to count, but here, there were only six. Reaching into the depths under the capital, I decided to undo the plague that had seeped downwards into the planet core.

      As I left with the girls in tow on Rasa, I saw the beauty of the celestial body below me bloom a new shade of green. Grass, as far as the eye could see.

      We left for a new future. Uzuri, Sara, Charity, and Joy sat with me in a round-windowed meeting hall atop a golden tower, like it was plucked out of my dreams and set upon the ground as a holiday gift. A shining spire of hope for the galaxy and the cycle of life. My dungeon was the sweetest home the universe had ever seen.

      Sara sat next to Uzuri, sipping off a newly brewed batch of Purple Parrot Eater Rum.

      “You’re one tough fucker, pretty girl,” I said. “That’s usually the kind of shit that kills people dead.”

      Uzuri reached out and smiled at the clang of the glass. She had her thick green lips wrapped around a blonde Nova-ale. “Read some great books on advanced battle healing. I’m like super hard to kill.” She winked and took another pull off the long neck.

      Sara helped herself to another pour. “I guess I had it easy. I was up top, naked and hunting bunny rabbits when the whole place went blinding white light on me. Next thing I knew, I was chained up in that shit stain of a cell.”

      Uzuri let out a long burp like a 45-year-old, 250-pound jack-hammer of a man, then giggled. “Can you make me some fluffy slippers?”

      The twins sat at the table in front of an un-opened bottle of Champagne de Polarna across from me. They had been speaking in unison the whole time trying to explain what had happened. “That’s why we opened the gate. We could see what we were doing but we couldn’t stop ourselves. We were resting one minute, and the next we stood staring at each other with green eyes in the dark. We thought we were in some kind of nightmare.”

      Iblis had apparently heard enough. “They speak the truth, Daw. The Empress exploited their proximity to you and their genetic link with her. That level of possession while projecting isn’t possible without runes. The twins were in every sense of the word, helpless.”

      “We didn’t know she was our mother. Trailon didn’t even know.”

      I stuck my hand out and flicked my thumb up at them. The top of the champagne exploded in a bubbly white foam that tracked down the side of the gold trimmed opaque bottle. I walked around the table and poured both of them a drink. “Cheers, ladies.”

      They tapped their glasses and drank in deep. The second the glass came away from Joy’s mouth I slipped my hand under her hair, cupped the back of her neck, and slowly pressed my warm glowing lips upon hers. She kissed back and I could feel her jaw tremble ever so slightly. Her cheeks were flush red when I pulled away.

      “Get a room you two,” yelled Uzuri. “But I’m first.”

      Sara slammed her rocks glass down on the table, empty, grinning with a mouth half full of crushed ice. “We’ll see about that shit, pretty girl.”

      Joy wouldn’t stop staring at me. “It’s so strange. This feeling of not wanting to stab you to death for kissing me.”

      Charity slapped her on the ass and added, “There’s a first time for everything, Joy Joy.”

      I withdrew my hand from Joy’s bewildered head and walked over to take a look at the panorama of possibility that Rasa offered me.

      “Ladies, I’m glad you have recovered.” I turned to face them. “We sit on the cusp of an impossible future that we will bring forth into reality. But first, does impaling the Empress with my cock mean I am no longer a true virgin?”

      “Huh?” was the collective response. The look of disgust on Uzuri’s face particularly worried me.

      “Well, wow, that was a bad joke.” I coughed and moved seamlessly onto the matter at hand. “We have some work to do.”

      “What’s that, babe?” Uzuri was still wrapped in bandages and slow to move, but laughed. “I might have to sit the next one out.”

      “Shit, you and me both, pretty girl.” Sara emptied out the last bit of rum and immediately produced a new one from under the table.

      “We are going to take a vacation,” the twins sounded off in unison, already through the first bottle of Champagne.

      “There is time to rest, ladies. Trust me on that one. I have both no idea how we are going to find this ‘King of Nothing’ or how to reach him if we do.

      “Daw, about that,” Iblis said. “Do you know how to enter the void of limbo without dying?”

      I laughed about as awkwardly as I ever had. “Well, not without dying, no.”

      “I can do it at will. But that’s because I’m here in the Vymrali shard. However, if we were to switch places, it’s possible.”

      “Say what now?”

      “You might be able to switch places with me and enter a super massive black hole. You might actually be able to help Trailon.”

      “…Shit.”

      I looked out into space past the rolling golden hills of Rasa and gathered my bearings. There were a hundred billion supermassive black holes in the known universe. I had no idea how in the hell I was going to find the one that held the ‘King of Nothing.’ I blindly hoped the closest one would do.

      Trailon. I’m comding.

    

  


OEBPS/Images/cover00156.jpeg





