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    Foreword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yo! Saileri here! Just wanted to throw in a few words before we dive into the book! Also, a huge thank you for deciding to give my novels a try! 
 
    This story is my second bigger project, which I have been writing on the side to take it slowly, and a more serious attempt at a real litRPG. Dungeon Cleaners Inc. is something I thought would be fun—a mix of the usual adventure fantasy, and a bit of limited urban fantasy, with a little sprinkle of non-invasive and mostly supportive litRPG elements here and there, plus a little twist at the conjunction of those two subgenres. I won’t spoil what it is, but I was super excited to write through it!  
 
    If you are looking for some exciting fantasy dungeon crawling with a pinch of relaxed atmosphere in the modern world, then this book might be for you! Oh, and a quite smart, collected, inquisitive main character who likes to lead more than get personal with enemies, focusing on building a strong team that brings out the best of his talents, but also doesn’t stray away from getting some blood on his hands maybe? Hop in, then! Let me just mention that it might get a little spicy at a moment or two :) 
 
    One more thing before I stop holding you hostage here. If you like to discuss things related to the story with others or even with me, the author, feel free to join my Discord server! Plenty of people meet there and love to comment on stuff or theorycraft! There’s also a dedicated channel for reporting mistakes so you can poke me there if you stumble on any! Some of them might have been made intentionally :) 
 
    Without further ado, enjoy! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1
Do You Have What It Takes? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I tapped the red button on the remote while pointing it behind my back and over my shoulder, shutting off the TV that had been serving as a background noise. Nothing lost. They talked about all the new issues and how the people in power ignored common sense, for fear of their decisions affecting the upcoming elections all day. 
 
    Now was not the time to listen to that bullshit. It was time to focus. All brain cells onboard and working together towards the same goal. 
 
    I took a sip of red wine from the glass standing on my desk and turned my attention to the monitor screen in front of my eyes. A depiction of a gigantic, ominous gate stared back at me from the display, inducing fear and anxiety in those standing right in front of it. 
 
    Well, maybe it would have, if it wasn’t part of an isometric RPG game called Dungeon Cleaners. As beautiful, eerie, and sinister as everything the developers had created was, the fact that you viewed it through a flat screen did take away a considerable part of the experience. 
 
    Unfortunately, VR and AR were still not on the level that allowed developers to reach the amazing quality and performance that traditional games offered. Fully immersive titles were still a distant dream. 
 
    But, maybe that was for the better. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to achieve the same things in a game that mirrored real life to the tiniest detail. Raiding demonic dungeons filled with eldritch-like, Lovecraftian horrors would certainly be scary as hell, which would affect the player’s performance and decision making. 
 
    And, decision making was something I couldn’t allow myself to underperform in. Not when I led a party of Heroes through the latest, most difficult, and hardcore dungeon the developers had recently added to the game. They called it, The Last Step to Ascension.  
 
    Those virtual fates rested in my hands. Those virtual lives would perish once they were snuffed out, losing me all the effort and resources I had poured into the allies I acquired throughout the time I’d put into playing it.  
 
    Dungeon Cleaners wasn’t a game for casual players. Yes, I had it a bit easier, since my main character was a tactician-type, leading NPCs into the battle from the backline and supporting them with spells instead of rushing head-on into battle, but your account got deleted the moment that character died, obviously wiping all the progress you had made up until that point. 
 
    Fortunately, the devs and the publisher weren’t sadistic enough to demand another purchase when that happened. That would definitely bring their playerbase even lower. This game was their passion project, for sure, and it showed. Admirable in the current stream of low-effort, predatory cash grabs. 
 
    I cracked my knuckles and reaffirmed my grip on the mouse and keyboard. 
 
    “Alright. Show me what you got.” 
 
    With a simple click, the NPC designated as my main tank, a Paladin named Viria, opened the gigantic double doors.  
 
    My party consisted of five individuals, not including my main character. The aforementioned tank in her full plate armor and impressive tower shield; a greatsword user totally not inspired by a certain very popular Berserker; a Ranger with a bow; a Wizard using a grimoire as his magical focus; and, a Holy Priestess focusing on Healing Magic. My role was commanding and supporting them with well-timed buffs. 
 
    I led the party of six characters through the impressive gate and entered what looked like a spacious, last-boss chamber worthy of a true Demon Lord from all those fantasy worlds. It wasn’t a rare sight in this game, but this particular arena trumped every previous design I had seen so far. 
 
    “So… You have finally come, Heroes.” A booming, ancient voice played in my headphones. 
 
    The interior of the arena became illuminated by green fire that flared into existence over numerous braziers placed along the walls. The darkness receded to reveal a giant throne at the far end of the hall. A towering figure with onyx skin sat on the massive chair carved from bones. 
 
    The boss slowly rose and picked up two humongous, double-edged greataxes, one in each hand, resting them on its shoulders. Visually, it seemed to resemble a Minotaur, but with a few extra details. 
 
    The Demon Lord—let’s call it that from now on—had cloven hooves with legs covered in dark grey fur, muscular calves, thighs, torso and arms, just like the aforementioned monster. Instead of the head of a bull, though, a lion’s face sat atop its shoulders, with a fancy black mane covering them. Three tails danced behind its back, each with a different tip. I spotted three snakes, each with a different color. I suppose it was closer to a Chimera than a Minotaur. 
 
    “Great. I bet each of those spits poison that applies a different status ailment. And that’s surely not all. A simple physical melee boss this far into the game? No way,” I mused. 
 
    And so, the battle began.  
 
    I started with my staple combination of Diamond Skin on Viria, sending the Paladin straight at the monster, and then I threw Protection from Acid on the entire team.  
 
    Before she reached the boss, I traced a route for Berg the Berserker to arrive at its flank, where the two would meet. The ranged trio spread out and I tapped on the offensive skills of Viola the Ranger and Softhon the Wizard to start his cast. 
 
    Just the initial hit Viria received as the Demon Lord’s twin greataxes smashed into her shield announced how hard this fight would be. Three-fourths of the Paladin’s stamina disappeared in an instant from blocking that strike. A very important resource the tank needed to keep completely nullifying the damage with their shield. 
 
    Berg’s swing at the monster’s calf did barely anything and I had to withdraw him after two auto-attacks. Its Physical Resistance was insane.  
 
    Fortunately, Arcane Arrow and Lightning Bolt were a bit more effective.  
 
    Unfortunately, it looked like the boss had an incredibly low threshold for switching its attention to the damage dealers and its crimson, beady eyes instantly locked onto the backline. I activated Viria’s taunt ability, but the Demon Lord’s focus didn’t even budge. I could already see a faintly telegraphed AOE attack forming up. 
 
    The game didn’t make it easy by showing red circles on the ground to indicate the danger zones, I had to trust my own intuition and reflexes. Judging by how the monster leaned back and puffed out its chest in the animation, I was sure it would be a breath attack, so I quickly dropped Sacred Cathedral coming from Rosalyn the Holy Priestess. 
 
    And it proved to be a good choice, as green flames surged out of the Demon Lord’s mouth and crashed into my backline just shortly after I had gathered everyone into one spot. The relentless inferno covered the full width of the chamber. If I had chosen to just dodge and weave with my characters, at least the Priestess would have been lost. 
 
    But, during this fire-breathing attack, the monster was completely motionless, and I would be a complete beginner if I didn’t immediately use that to my advantage with Viria and Berg still in front of the Demon Lord.  
 
    I threw in all of my strongest magical attacks the two had in store and managed to bring down its health by around fifteen percent before the boss stopped spitting flames. Half of my healer’s mana had been consumed by keeping the spell up, but it was worth it. 
 
    All warmed up, I started introducing some of my best strategies of fighting such enemies and slowly pushed through the battle.  
 
    Not without struggle, of course.  
 
    That bastard’s tails weren’t just poisonous. Yes, the green snake did exactly that, but the blue one wielded ice magic, and the red one rained scarlet fire on my team. The boss used them more and more throughout the fight, reaching certain thresholds of its lost health. 
 
    In the end, it took me almost two full hours of meticulous back and forth to finish it. And I almost lost near the very end. 
 
    The Demon Lord had initiated what looked like a sure-fire instakill ability and locked on my main character, ignoring everyone else. My heart almost stopped at the sight of impending doom and years of effort lost in a blink.  
 
    My fingers blurred over my keyboard with trained movements faster than my eyes could follow, and my heart nearly exploded from the spiking blood pressure when the game glitched out in the worst possible moment ever. 
 
    Instead of my carefully selected main character, it was Berg who moved towards my cursor, crossing the path of a humongous demonic greatsword of pure emerald fire flying straight towards my commander. Even though Berg had obviously more health and could take on much more, he was obliterated in an instant. 
 
    I thanked gods this glitch resulted in a positive result and doubled my focus, swearing to avenge my favorite Berserker who was cruelly taken away from me by a bug that almost wiped my account. 
 
    Now, I stared at the congratulatory message displayed on my screen while leaning back into my comfy chair and waiting for the rush of the intense fight to slowly fade away from my system. 
 
    “Shit. First time I lost a character. Sorry, Berg. You will be damn difficult to replace. So many great items and equipment followed you to the abyss. I don’t regret that, though. If you were a real warrior, I would have sent you away with all of them anyway. Respect, man.” 
 
    I sighed and swiped down my face. 
 
    “Fuck. It’s so infuriating losing something to a bug, even if that bug saved my whole account. The rewards better be mind-blowing. This has truly been the hardest one so far, worthy to be called the last—” 
 
    *DING* 
 
    I uncovered my eyes and glanced at the monitor. Another pop-up window appeared over the victory notification. It had a different vibe to it, not the usual silver-white rectangle with fancy columns but an obsidian-black block. Green letters spread through the box. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Do you have what it takes to continue further? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “What?” I furrowed my brows. “That’s another first. Is this like a post-credits event? I didn’t think there would be more. Maybe a flashy way to introduce a DLC? Anyway, of course, I do. This is a great game, and I will gladly buy the first bonus content. I’m surprised there was no announcement about it, though. The devs have been pretty open with the community.” 
 
    I moved my mouse to click on the button symbolizing agreement and frowned again when I didn’t find anything else besides text inside the dark rectangle. 
 
    *DING* 
 
    My head jerked back when another one popped up over the previous message. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Even if it would put your life at risk? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “The hell?” I stared at the window in confusion. “Was one of the devs spectating my attempt? This feels a little creepy and awesome at the same time, honestly. But… putting my life at risk? What does this mean?” 
 
    *DING* 
 
    Another rectangle. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Aren’t you looking for a job right now? What if I told you that we have a position perfectly fitting your talents? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Alriiiiiiiiight… I’m fairly sure listening to the user’s comms violates more laws and regulations than I can think of, and this is way too fluid to have been programmed. Besides…” 
 
    Just like the message said, I was currently unemployed. Only for a month, but still. I was a victim of budget cuts in Human Resources due to the chaos that was the economy in the current state of the world.  
 
    I had been a Project Manager and Team Leader watching over a group of talented programmers in a quite decently prospering startup. We had great synergy. Unfortunately, the entire team was laid off as the company abandoned the product we were working on to save money. 
 
    And that remark hanging in the middle of my screen felt too much of a lucky guess. 
 
    “Okay, so you can somehow hear me—I will stop myself from disconnecting the microphone for now—and you somehow know my personal information. Is this a hack? Ransom? Blackmail into… a job?” 
 
    *DING* 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    We do not intend to blackmail you, Lucas King. You are free to refuse at any time. But, once you make a decision, things can’t be reverted to their previous state anymore. 
 
    So. 
 
    Do you have what it takes to protect Earth from invaders that threaten its peace? 
 
    Think about it deeply. We have time. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Holy fuck, things went from zero to one hundred really quick.”  
 
    I rubbed my face with both hands and continued staring at the piled-up messages. 
 
    “Assuming this is not some stupid-ass prank or extremely elaborate marketing practice—what I doubt considering you know quite a lot about me, including my real name—are you saying that monsters really exist and want to scorch every single piece of ground until nothing but dust remains? And this game stops them? Shit. Was Berg a real person?” 
 
    *DING* 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    No. The game is just a simulation. One of the many tools we use to scout potential recruits to help keep this realm safe. It’s just a means to discover notable talents. Berg was just a cluster of data, as you would say. 
 
    But, something affected that cluster of data and resulted in what you’ve called a “glitch”. 
 
    We’ve already had our eyes on you but that unexpected reaction from a piece of code which requires the player's input to act has only solidified our belief in your exceptional talents. 
 
    Therefore. 
 
    I ask you again. 
 
    Do you really have what it takes to abandon your current life and serve for the good of the universe? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and glanced at the glass of wine standing by the edge of my desk. I couldn’t have gotten this drunk from just one refill to imagine all of this. There was still a chance that this was a dream. The issue was, I had almost never remembered those. Not even specks of them. It felt too vivid and real. 
 
    With a light push against my desk, I spun around in my chair and stood up, throwing my headphones onto the seating. Everything in my room was exactly like I remembered it. No weird, trippy shit happening anywhere in sight. Just the comfortably small space of my apartment, filled with pragmatic furniture and necessities. 
 
    I walked to the balcony and went through the glass door after opening it. Inhaling some fresh air—as fresh as it could get in the middle of a metropolis—I roamed my gaze over the stone-and-steel buildings and skyscrapers. 
 
    It was six in the evening. People were returning from their day jobs and the streets were filled with pedestrians and cars. Sounds and noises you’d expect from a busy city echoed in the distance. 
 
    “Would all of this be gone if those defenders lost? It’s hard to believe—” 
 
    *DING* 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Yes. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Ah, fuck!” 
 
    I jerked and took a few steps back when a familiar sound of the game’s notification played in my ears and the onyx window materialized in front of my eyes. Tripping over the doorstep, I fell on my ass inside the apartment. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” 
 
    I stared in disbelief at the hovering rectangle, staying still in the same spot in the air where it had appeared. The single word was big enough for me to read without an issue even from my current position. 
 
    “Option A, I’m dead-ass drunk. Option B, I went insane. Option C, the virus? Nah, no chance. Option D, this is… real?” 
 
    *DING* 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Always has been. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    I jumped a little when the spooky shape blinked from its previous place to right in front of my eyes. There was no way my microphone had picked up any of my words either from the balcony or the floor. As insane as it seemed, I decided to go with Option D for now. 
 
    “Alright, Mr. or Mrs. All-Hearing.” I fixed my posture and sat semi-comfortably on the wooden panels. “I’ll play along. So, you want me to help fight monsters—in dungeons, I assume, considering the game—to keep Earth safe. Will I be kidnapped to another world? Dimension? Realm? Reality? What about my relatives? Will they forget I existed?” 
 
    *DING* 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You will remain on Earth as one of its original residents. But, your freedom will be restricted since you will begin to perceive things normal people aren’t supposed to. 
 
    Nothing will change in the lives of your associates. They will be able to visit you just as they had in the past. Naturally, they will remain oblivious to all “paranormal” things happening around you. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Okay. And please, stop with these dings. It’s creeping me out hearing that notification in my ears without headphones.” I sighed and refocused on the onyx shape. “I’m sure you have been expecting this question. What’s in this for me? Life at risk, restricted freedom, and I bet some other inconveniences. I’m not a bad guy but neither am I a selfless hero. There surely is some incentive, right?” 
 
    Thankfully, no sound played in my mind and the window shifted this time instead of reappearing. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Of course. As every employee, you are bound to receive payment, benefits, and privileges coming with your position. I’m not authorized to reveal a lot of details regarding these, but I know you well enough to be certain that you would enjoy the rewards. 
 
    Have you ever wondered how a random millionaire no one knew about suddenly emerged seemingly from under the ground? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    My brow rose curiously. I had a mystical, all-aware being communicating with me through a floating rectangle so the idea of people amassing huge wealth from slaughtering monsters trying to invade Earth didn’t look that unbelievable at the moment. 
 
    I pondered over this whole thing once more, taking some time to rearrange my thoughts and consider pros and cons of this job. If I was able to do half as well as I had done in the game, I could possibly be set for life, without risking it that much. 
 
    Now, I could be completely mistaken and thrown straight away into a task of repelling an assault of souls-like difficulty, but something told me that these people—if they were people—wouldn’t monitor their potential recruits so scrupulously just to welcome them with certain death. That would be both bad game design and terrible Human Resources practice. 
 
    Well, I could very well be lured in by the devil himself to sell away my soul for the promise of riches and power. That was an option too. No one said he couldn’t be creatively elaborate with his attempts. 
 
    All in all, I couldn’t deny that the prospect of fighting against fantasy creatures in fantasy worlds—or fantasy dungeons, I assumed—didn’t tickle my interest in those things. I had always been into this stuff. 
 
    “Fine.” I stood up and brushed off my butt. “One, last question. My parents. If they can’t see all the paranormal stuff happening around, can it still…” 
 
    A window appeared in front of me again before I finished, most likely noticing that I was dragging it out a bit. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Do you remember the supposed gas leak two blocks away from your apartment? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Where do I sign up?” 
 
    The text disappeared and was replaced by two big buttons, one with the tick of approval and the other with the circle of rejection. Now, after all those previous windows lacking any reactive elements, it seemed almost scary. 
 
    “Here goes nothing, I guess.”  
 
    I tapped the tick mark. 
 
    “Be gentle with me.” 
 
    And the whole world shook. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2
Reality Sets In 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I groaned, holding my head in my hands. The piercing headache gradually faded as I rubbed my temples. After a few short moments, I noticed the sensation of something hard pressing into my back and slowly opened my eyes. 
 
    The ceiling of my apartment spanned in front of me. Glancing to the side, I spotted my desk, and then my chair, which had been pushed way aside. Noticing the half-empty bottle of red wine still sitting on the desk, and the menu screen of the game I had been playing on the monitor, I sighed heavily. 
 
    “Shit. What the hell was in that wine? I’ve never gotten so wasted as to hallucinate or pass out.” 
 
    Supporting myself on the nearby desk since my entire body felt more than just a little stiff, I stood up from the ground. The first thing I did after closing the game was to take a peek at the time. It seemed like I had been out for about forty minutes or so. 
 
    A light breeze hit me from the side. The balcony door was open. This threw me off a bit. If I had opened it in that weird-ass dream, why was it open right now? This didn’t check out.  
 
    Had I additionally sleepwalked and reenacted the movements from my drunken hallucinations? That could possibly explain the location of the chair and the glass door being open. 
 
    “There’s first for everything, eh?” I chuckled, glancing at the suspicious wine. I swore to never buy that brand again. 
 
    I walked to the balcony to close the door as it had gotten quite chilly in the less than an hour it had been since I’d apparently opened it. Before doing so, though, I stepped outside for a moment to take a look. A weird, unexplained urge pushed me forward to do so. 
 
    Nothing seemed to have changed. I guess part of me didn’t want the hallucinations to be just a dream and I subconsciously searched for any signs to prove the extraordinary situation I might have gotten myself into was more than a weird dream. 
 
    Yeah, right. As if something like that was even possible. Life was not a game. Monsters didn’t exist. Except for people, of course. They could be very real monsters if they wante— 
 
    Putting my elbows on the railing, I froze. What I saw brought my train of thoughts to a sudden halt. The moment my face had moved a few inches past the edge of the balcony, the air in front of my eyes… blurred and shimmered. 
 
    I frowned. “Am I still drunk, or is my eyesight finally going to shit? It’s been a miracle I had perfect sight up until now, with how much time I spend in front of—” 
 
    And again, I froze, mid-sentence this time. When I had reached out with my hand, the weird effect intensified, spreading out around the spot I was moving my fingers towards.  
 
    It turned blurrier, obstructing my view of the city’s lights like those barely opaque, not-quite-transparent, plastic curtains. Even more, some weird… symbols began to appear before me, looking like runes or sigils. Each gave off an emerald glow. 
 
    More of this effect and the creepy letters showed up when I waved my hand around, always surfacing wherever I moved my fingers. A little anxious, I started bringing my hand closer to the unusual surface to see if— 
 
    *DING DONG* 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed, jumping back. 
 
    Hastily turning around, my gaze locked onto the door on the far side of my apartment. I wasn’t expecting any guests, nor had I ordered anything online in the past few weeks. And it wasn’t like I got many unannounced visitors. 
 
    Nevertheless, I left the weird barrier alone—for now—and strode to the apartment door. Too bad there was no peephole for me to take a peek outside with. For some reason, all the buildings in the developer’s section avoided them like the plague. 
 
    Unlocking the door, I opened it up. My eyes went wide in a flash. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” 
 
    As stupid as it sounds, a literal cavern spread before me, extending so far that I couldn’t get a clear view of the other side. A dark, stone tunnel ran forward, disappearing into the darkness after around forty meters or so. Creepy stalactites and stalagmites decorated the uneven, natural-looking path. 
 
    Slowly, I closed the door, holding onto the knob. After a few seconds, I opened it again. The scenery remained unchanged. 
 
    Repeating that motion again, I turned the lock on and off this time, making one more attempt. But the dark passage still stared back at me with complete indifference.  
 
    I leaned forward, glancing around outside my door. The cavern—or whatever it was—appeared to be a dead end at my apartment. There was a rocky wall to the right, and another rocky wall on the left. The ceiling was about three meters above me. There was no sign of the staircase, or the doors to the other tenants’ apartments, that I expected to see. 
 
    My foot bumped into something as I attempted to take a careful step forward. Lying there on the ground, was a cardboard box as wide as the doorframe and tall enough to reach my knees. A big green text spanned over its top part, spelling Dungeon Express, with two smaller lines in the left corner—From: Dungeon Cleaners Inc., and To: Lucas King. 
 
    “Alright. So, this isn’t some drunken hallucination.” I sighed, swiping a hand down my face. 
 
    The darkness ahead creeped me out more than a little, so I quickly shoved the package into my apartment and closed the door. I better not have lured some Goblin, or worse, with all the light I had let out from my room. 
 
    Moving the box close to my bed, I sat down on the mattress and cut through the tape with a simple knife. The first thing I saw in the opened box was a letter sealed with wax. Impressed in the red wax was a mark that closely resembled the game’s desktop icon. 
 
    Breaking the seal, I opened it up to pull out the neatly folded piece of paper. 
 
      
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
    Hello, Lucas. 
 
    This is J. I was the one talking to you through our recruitment system. I apologize, but I can’t use it to communicate with you anymore. 
 
    Fear not, though, I’m not leaving you completely clueless after bringing you into our company. The box contains a few beginner’s manuals and guides you should at least flip through. Besides those, we got you a beginner’s kit too. Its contents are listed in one of the notebooks. 
 
    Due to certain policies and rules which I can’t disclose, we are not allowed to communicate with our employees directly. Don’t think about it too much. I know it sounds very counterintuitive to cut contact with a newbie right after recruiting them, but you have to believe me that it has been proven statistically that those guided by hand performed significantly worse than those who figured it out on their own. And that performance often led to death. 
 
    Additionally, we have sent you a new smartphone and smartwatch, courtesy of our best dwarven artisans. They are not only crafted from rare materials, which makes them extremely durable, but they allow you to connect to the Interdimensional Dungeon Break Prevention Association System. Your PC has gotten access to it too. 
 
    What’s that, you ask? Well, oversimplifying things, you are now like a character in an RPG game. The system allows you to quantify your strength and abilities, showing them in numbers and text. 
 
    I must disappoint you, though. It’s not one of those OP systems from various fictional books. Your performance and growth depend fully on you, your potential, talent, and effort. It only lets you take a peek at yourself and other things to help you better understand it, depending on the path you choose, and to put the earned spiritual energy to good use. Saves you a lot of time spent on countless meditation and self-cultivation techniques. 
 
    Plus, you can access many special places and services like Dungeon Wiki, Dungeon Shop, Dungeon Market, Dungeon Forum, etc. The first one should be of particular interest to you, knowing how you like to be as prepared as possible. 
 
    I will leave the fun of discovering the rules of this ‘game’ to you. Your Tutorial has already started, but you have more than enough time to finish it. Don’t neglect the Dungeon for too long, though. 
 
    After you reach high enough clearance and position in the company—you are an Intern right now—we might get to talk a bit more. I would love to chat with you through our internal app one day. 
 
    Good luck. I have high hopes for you. 
 
    P.S. You might want to check your Status first and choose a Class as soon as possible. I think I already know what you will pick considering your talents ;) 
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
      
 
    I finished reading the letter and assimilating all the hardly-believable information. But, it seemed that it was truly my new reality. At least it felt real, so far. If it was just another part of the weird dream, I could at least follow through with it until I woke up. If it wasn’t, I decided to tread carefully, regardless. 
 
    Digging out the contents of the box revealed a few things.  
 
    First off, I found the guides and manuals this ‘J’ had mentioned. There were four of them—a green one, which talked about the System; a blue one, which discussed Dungeons; a red one, which had details about monsters; and a brown one, which went into some detail about environments. There was a note included with the manuals that explained that everything in them could also be found on the Dungeon Wiki. 
 
    Secondly, the phone and the watch. The former looked like a simple smartphone, but felt quite durable. Booting it up, I saw that all the contacts and information from my old device had been fully transferred to it already.  
 
    Neat. 
 
    I’d never had a smartwatch before, so I was excited to try it on. I would have to tinker with it later, to customize things. 
 
    Thirdly, starting equipment, I guessed. I found a set of durable-looking steel daggers, a protective leather vest and pants, a leather backpack, a quite sizable waterskin, and a few other useful things, like flashlights or lanterns. Everything looked fairly modern, though it still had a touch of that fantasy, magitech design. 
 
    And lastly, provisions. Some of the rations gave a totally fantasy-like vibe, while the other half came in the form of plastic bags and cans. I was pretty sure they were trying to appeal to the people from Earth with those more fantasy-like supplies. 
 
    “I guess I should start with that postscript message,” I mused after unpacking everything and setting it out on my bed. 
 
    Even though J’s explanation curbed my expectations regarding this whole System and Class thing, I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t at least partially excited about the prospect of having myself turned into a quasi-RPG character with a list of skills and stats. And ‘J’ had written that the faster the better, anyway. 
 
    I moved to my PC, brought the chair back to its proper place, and plopped down in front of the monitor with the green notebook in hand. Even without opening it, I noticed an additional icon present on the desktop, just next to the game’s shortcut, called DCI Hub. 
 
    An application similarly styled to the Dungeon Cleaners game popped up when I clicked on it. It was closer to a web browser than a game’s user-interface. There was a search bar at the top, awaiting input. The screen showed a few tiles with different text on them. 
 
    Taking a glance at all the rounded rectangles, I tapped on Wiki first. And truly, a complex and sophisticated site loaded on my screen. I could already tell it would be impossible to browse through all the assets in my lifetime. This would surely be a great help. I’d have to study it a little bit later. 
 
    The second thing that stole my attention from the Status block was Residence Management. I got very curious after seeing it, unable to pinpoint what exactly it would be. I mean, I lived in an apartment. There wasn’t much I could do about my residence. 
 
    What greeted me after clicking on the tile, though, was a detailed floor plan of my apartment with a few vertical menus and options off to the side. A lot of the options were grayed out, due to what I assumed was the limit on actions I could take, represented by a big red text across the top which read ‘Upgrades Available: 0/0’. 
 
    Nevertheless, I was still allowed to tap the various inactive buttons. One of them brought me a list of rooms and chambers I could attach to my apartment somehow; one showed me a few options to upgrade the existing spots; while another opened a full design mode on the whole floor plan. 
 
    This was getting really interesting. 
 
    But I knew I should go through the manuals and Wiki first, to learn more about this stuff before clicking through anything. I finally moved on to the most important part, which of course was Status. This tile had been yearning for my attention for a bit already. 
 
    A smile forced itself onto my lips as soon as the quite characteristic window showed up in front of my face. As expected, it was the same character screen as in the game I had played, which apparently this weird company had used to scout me. 
 
    But, my brows rose a moment later. 
 
    “Damn, this looks mind-blowing, but… why the hell am I naked?” 
 
    The same as in the game, the left side of the screen was covered by text and numbers while the right side projected the silhouette of the chosen character, which in this case was me. For some reason, though, my avatar stood there in its birthday suit, staring back at me without any specific expression. 
 
    The graphics and detail of the rendered image made it look pretty much real, as if someone had taken a full-body scan of me and used it to meticulously craft a three-dimensional image. 
 
    “Pfffft.” 
 
    I chuckled when the little snake wiggled during the rotations of the avatar. I had no idea why someone would put so much physics into this, but I could spin myself around at every axis and angle, causing the obvious flapping to commence when doing so a bit too abruptly. 
 
    Additionally, I could grab every piece of my own body to move and inspect it. And that included Lucas Junior. If seeing my little friend dance to the rhythm of the cursor was not enough, I could even grab it directly. 
 
    And, for some wicked reason, the creator of this menu had deemed it necessary for the virtual body to react to the movement and touch so I awkwardly shifted my gaze to the other side of the screen to avoid looking at a sudden hardon that sprang into existence on my fake lower half.  
 
    What kind of pervert had designed this? 
 
    I quickly focused on the more important parts of this screen. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    INFORMATION 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Name: Lucas King 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Age: 28 
 
    Affiliation: Dungeon Cleaners Inc. 
 
    Position: Intern 
 
    Class: None (SELECT) 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “So, this must be where I pick my Class. Again, the same as in the game. I have a feeling that it was designed after this system, and not the other way around.” 
 
    Before tapping on the underlined part, I glanced down to check the rest of the data. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 13 
 
    Constitution: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Wisdom: 17 
 
    [Available Points: 0] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Again, just like in the game, the basic, starter stats were represented in the Attributes section. If the similarities didn’t end here, then I assumed there would be other stats that could get unlocked, depending on the player’s progress or Class.  
 
    The Skills & Abilities section showed two columns, but both were currently empty. The left one was titled General, while the right was Class-Related. Pretty self-explanatory. They would show what the character learned, with a simple explanation and tier of the technique. That is, if nothing was different from what I’d seen in the game. 
 
    “Let’s see if even the starting Classes are the same,” I muttered to myself 
 
    I tapped the underlined word and a new black window popped up over the current screen. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CHOOSE YOUR STARTING CLASS 
 
    Warrior 
 
    Ranger 
 
    Mage 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Nothing new. If I didn’t know any better, I would think the choice is very lackluster.” I nodded to myself. “Well, each of these can have multiple advancements, branching out into tens if not hundreds of unique options to choose from, but why draw things out unnecessarily?” 
 
    I moved my cursor over the red button of rejection and clicked it without selecting anything. Another window showed up. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    PICKING ONE OF THE THREE BASIC CLASSES IS ADVISED FOR BEGINNERS. IT DOESN’T LIMIT THE FUTURE OPTIONS. ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO CHOOSE A DIFFERENT CLASS? 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Without thinking twice, I tapped the green mark this time. A much more extensive list appeared before my eyes. It even had a scroll toggle to the right, since the whole list wouldn’t fit on a single screen. 
 
    I spotted things like Swordsman, Spearman, Archer, Crossbowman, Fire Mage, Minor Elementalist amongst the available choices. This allowed you to start with a slightly more fine-tuned Class than one of the general three right off the bat. 
 
    Plus, it showed the Classes which weren’t intuitively classified under the three main professions. My in-game Class had been one of those. There had been a few Classes I’d researched before starting the game, knowing well that what I was getting myself into could be rather unforgiving. 
 
    After scrolling quite far down the list, I reached what I was looking for.  
 
    Guide.  
 
    That was it. The very first step to becoming a Tactician, or something else. A Class with low personal offense and defense, but shining in a different area. The instructions given by the character with this Class could have various positive effects on the desired targets. 
 
    I selected the line and hovered my cursor over the tick mark leading further, before stopping abruptly. 
 
    Guide was one of the Classes with the hardest possible start. This wasn’t a game anymore, but real life. No doubt it would be at least similarly tougher, if not worse. Guide might have been the Class I had spent most of my early time in the game on, but it wasn’t the only one I had knowledge about. 
 
    There was also Commander, just a few lines below, a slightly more balanced option with a similar effect. Definitely a safer choice. You would expect the person leading the squad on the battlefield to be quite tough themselves too. The further advancements were just as interesting as Guide’s. 
 
    “Wait… Wasn’t this one removed from the game?” 
 
    My eyes landed on something I had not expected to see. 
 
    Overlord. 
 
    This option had been deleted from the list of available and achievable Classes after a month or so from its introduction. Mostly, because it felt like an edgier copy of Commander. Additionally, people felt as if there was something lacking in its mechanics. 
 
    Why was it here? And why did I feel somehow… attracted to it? I wasn’t sure. I knew what it represented, since it was one of the Classes I had researched and considered when I was starting, but it clearly hadn’t felt this appealing back then. 
 
    J’s words in the postscript played in my mind again. Could they have known I would react this way after spotting Overlord? It was hard to figure out just how much they knew about me and my potential. 
 
    I tapped the icon to call up the description of the Class. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    OVERLORD 
 
    A proud leader who binds allies to himself and fearlessly leads them to battle and victory. His own strength is dictated by the strength of his subordinates, who support their master with their own life and spirit as they grow stronger together through overcoming adversity. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    That part about binding was what had earned this Class, which was already edgy enough with just the name, another level of edginess. The description wasn’t that far from Commander’s, which operated on an Oath of Camaraderie. 
 
    Players who had tried that Class out hadn’t noticed anything special to it, making it different from Commander enough to be a viable pick for anything else other than pure flavor. Well, there had been a few comments mentioning how it felt somehow weaker in the mid-to-late game. Not many reached it. 
 
    My memory was good enough to recall what I knew about the three Classes but I still pulled out my new phone, unlocked it, and tapped the DCI Hub icon visible on the home screen. Navigating to the Wiki, a quick look and comparison confirmed that everything regarding the Class seemed to be the same as in the game. 
 
    “Well, I was already considering picking Commander, so why not? Worst case scenario, all my allies will look edgy as fuck. Maybe myself included. I never agreed with the saying clothes maketh man.” 
 
    I selected Overlord and clicked the tick mark. Another window asked me if I was sure, so I confirmed that I was. 
 
    The computer screen flashed white, causing me to cover my eyes. At the same time, I felt an odd warmth spread throughout my whole body. It took a few seconds for the sensation to fade and for the bright monitor to stop assaulting my vision. 
 
    Afterwards, I noted several notifications. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CONGRATULATIONS! 
 
    You are now an Overlord! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    New Stat Unlocked: Charisma 
 
    New Stat Unlocked: Leadership 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Command 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Encourage 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Transfer Lifeforce 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Transfer Spirit 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Master-Subordinate Thought Communication 
 
    New System Class-Related Feature Unlocked: Subordinate Management 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Would you like to acquire your first subordinate now? 
 
    Y / N 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    I smiled to myself. “Do you even have to ask?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3
First Subordinate 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After clicking Yes, the screen reloaded, bringing me back to the main menu of the DCI Hub. On the home screen, I saw a new tile, currently glowing softly. Obviously, that was the Subordinate Management shortcut. 
 
    Without further ado, I tapped the attention-craving button and another familiar screen manifested before me. Just like in the game, this action brought me to a full MMO or RPG-like character selection screen with most of the space covered by the image of my apartment.  
 
    Over the slightly tinted photo, a row of black discs floated slightly above the bottom edge of the screen. Character slots, most likely. Only one of them was not grayed out. The emerald text at the top of the screen saying 'Subordinate Tokens: 1/1' clearly implied the same. 
 
    Besides those elements, a narrow vertical menu hugged the right side of the screen. A bunch of buttons was visible on its semi-transparent background, with only one currently highlighted. No surprise, it was Recruit. The rest of them were Manage, Customize, and Dismiss. 
 
    “Well, I already have an idea of what to expect, but let’s check this out,” I muttered. 
 
    Selecting Recruit brought a new window to the screen.  
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    USE CREATOR 
 
    USE TEMPLATE 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I honestly didn’t think there would be a creator in the real-life equivalent of the game. I can understand summoning or recruiting allies but how would creating them work?” 
 
    Pushed forth by that thought, I chose the creator first to satisfy my curiosity. Immediately, a character creation screen opened before me.  
 
    Just like in the Status screen, there was a full-body, realistic render of a person, a quite handsome human man, in the very center. Naked, of course. Both side edges of the screen were covered by vertical menus. 
 
    The left column consisted of more technical options like Name, Race, Gender, Age, Class, Stats, and Abilities, while the right one was riddled with countless customization options for the character, grouped into extendable tabs categorized by body parts. 
 
    First, without further ado, I switched the gender before doing anything else. No offense, but if I was going to investigate this, I’d rather have a pretty girl accompany me during the research rather than a naked dude lifelessly staring back at me with his noodle in the open. 
 
    Perhaps randomly generated, a fairly average-looking woman popped up in his place. Not judging, but she appeared a tad young, maybe because she seemed to be quite short. 
 
    My eyes shot to the Age tab and registered the number twenty-four there. I sighed in relief. Safe. 
 
    A certain worry surfaced in my mind, and I opened the tab. A list of available ages appeared. I nodded in satisfaction and approval. It seemed this System wasn’t as bad as I had feared. You couldn’t pick anything lower than eighteen. 
 
    Not that I would ever even think about such a thing, but just the knowledge that it was not an option made me a bit more comfortable with this creator. I might be in front of something transcending the boundaries of this realm, but I preferred to retain my human morals. 
 
    Anyway, with my conscience clear, nothing could stop my curiosity from investigating a few of the visual customization tabs. The moment I did so, my eyes almost jumped out of their sockets. 
 
    "The number of options and sliders is huge!" 
 
    It was like someone had taken the MMO with the most complex avatar customization and went ‘Bah. This doesn’t even have the basic options.’ 
 
    After seeing how many possibilities existed for even the nether regions, I switched back to the male character for a brief moment to check if it was the same for them.  
 
    And, oh man, it was like you could sculpt the finest muscles and details of the human body, in this particular case since several other races were available too. Forget about length and girth, nothing but one’s imagination limited the possibilities, which seemed almost endless. 
 
    For a moment, I was at loss about why it would even reach such absurd levels, but then, it dawned on me. 
 
    Classes based on summoning or recruiting could pretty much design their dream girl, or guy, and have them join their party. I still didn’t know how exactly it worked with consciousness or free will, but I assumed that these characters wouldn’t start off with a hostile relationship, most likely.  
 
    My morality started questioning this option a little, so I began considering not using the creator, at least for now. Before I made the final decision, though, I checked the Race and Class submenus to verify something. 
 
    And, just as expected, my choice in the latter was… almost nonexistent. Warrior, Ranger, Mage. The same set as the starting trio.  
 
    If it worked the same way as it had in the game, then I would unlock more the stronger I got. It was only natural that Level 1 had access only to the most basic stuff. You could freely distribute stats and pick skills, too, which was amazing for min-maxing your team. 
 
    I’d found another reason to postpone using the creator. I needed to learn a bit more about the whole thing, and it would be a complete waste to create a subordinate with only the most basic options if there was a chance something better awaited me in the template section. 
 
    Bidding farewell to the pretty lady on the screen, I tapped the return button and clicked on the template option this time. 
 
    A semi-transparent window expanded to cover the whole screen and a menu appeared on the right side, full of very detailed filtering options. Surprisingly, none of them were related to visual appearance, but I quickly understood why. 
 
    Rows of tiles with Class symbols on them loaded into the open space. Twenty-four to choose from. I noticed a refresh button with a zeroed timer on it, so I assumed I couldn’t just reroll the templates until I found something super rare. 
 
    With the push of another button, I could replace the Class icons with lists of stats, making it easy to compare the numbers across the board. I left it at the symbols, for now, scanning the tiles with my eyes. 
 
    “Looks like I got more melee options than ranged or magical in this shuffle. What do I actually want? The first pick is quite important since the character starts growing alongside the player, possibly ending up the strongest in the party, due to the experience gain.” 
 
    I pondered over it for a moment. I could definitely discard any support-types for now, so I did that. While magician-types had high firepower, they would be squishy in the beginning. The best choice was either a ranger-type or warrior-type. 
 
    Considering my lack of real-life combat experience, I shouldn’t assume that it would be any different now, so someone actually knowing how to fight in close quarters would be the most desirable. I didn’t have that many support skills yet but that should change with time. 
 
    Ticking a few filters, I reduced the tiles on the screen to twelve, all representing melee Classes. Out of those, one particular symbol caught my attention. The head of a massive, double-edged greataxe. 
 
    “Berserker,” I whispered, reminded of my fallen friend who had sacrificed himself for the sake of my player character. “After all, why not? Why shouldn’t I commemorate him?” 
 
    I checked the details. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 22 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Constitution: 15 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Wisdom: 6 
 
    Perseverance: 5 
 
    Fury: 5 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad distribution. And the Class-related stats are balanced, which means they are not leaning towards either of the two main paths. I will be able to influence it and grow them into a tank or an attacker.” 
 
    In the corner of the rectangle, I noticed a pink symbol, the familiar circle with a cross sticking out of it. 
 
    “So, this one is a girl. She’s the only Berserker in this shuffle. I hope you won’t mind, Berg. You are going to be reborn as a hot, badass chick with a giant axe.” 
 
    Since I had already set my mind on it, I selected this one and tapped the button saying Recruit. The System asked me if I was sure about spending my token and I confirmed.  
 
    Everything moved and I was back in the Subordinate Management menu, with a spinning circle that symbolized the loading of assets hovering above the lone highlighted pedestal. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked, looking around. “Will someone ring the doorbell, like with the package?” 
 
    But, nobody did.  
 
    Instead, a black magical circle appeared on the floor by my desk and started pulsing with blinding intensity. I had no idea how darkness could be blinding, it just was. 
 
    Through my covered eyes, I saw dark motes of energy form a humanoid-looking silhouette. Within twenty seconds, a feminine shape stood in front of me, obscured by a black mist. When the onyx smoke gradually receded, it revealed the woman who had just materialized in my apartment. 
 
    First, I thanked gods she actually had some clothing on. I hadn’t been so sure about that, not after my recent experiences with the Status and Subordinate Management menus. Fortunately, a simple linen tank-top and shorts covered the woman’s charms. 
 
    I glossed over her crimson hair, tied up in a wild ponytail, with two small braids framing her face and resting on her chest. She had a well-toned figure, and she was a breathtaking beauty. But what actually caught my attention was not what you might expect. 
 
    She had horns, a tail, and occasional tough-looking crimson scales here and there.  
 
    The horns, much darker than her hair, curled upward and slightly inward around the sides of her head. They stood up proudly, like a ferocious crown. No doubt they were extremely sharp and durable. I would not want to end up on the receiving end, if she decided to charge at someone head-first. 
 
    The woman’s tail was as magnificent as her horns. It was of a similar, darker crimson shade, but you could easily make out single scales, neatly organized along its length. It was rather thick where it sprouted from her lower back, but not massive, and gradually decreased in diameter until its narrow tip. 
 
    Regarding the aforementioned scales on her skin, they ran mostly along the outside of her arms and legs. Man, they made her look exotic and especially stunning.  
 
    Small plates covered the sides of her shins and thighs, a few decorated her underbelly—clearly diving down into her shorts—and a bunch more covered her shoulders and arms, and finally a few ran along her cheekbones and forehead. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity of me staring at this gorgeous woman with a fierce but charming face, her chest heaved up strongly and she took a deep breath as if she’d just resurfaced after spending a long time underwater. Her eyelashes fluttered and she opened her eyes. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how she would react, so I remained silent and unmoving, trying to appear as casual and friendly as possible. She scanned her surroundings attentively before locking her shiny scarlet eyes with mine. I marveled at the beauty of her vertical pupils. 
 
    We stared at each other for several seconds without saying anything.  
 
    Eventually, she spoke first. 
 
    “So, are we just going to stand still like this or...?” 
 
    Her voice was melodic, pleasant to listen to, yet carrying a note of fierceness. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Apologies. I wasn’t sure how I should act. We can sit down, if you would like.” 
 
    She raised a brow at me as the corner of her mouth curled a little in a faint smirk. “Oh? Am I your first then?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fairly new to this, so I would be grateful if you could cut me some slack if I make some grand faux pas by accident.” 
 
    She chuckled softly. “I didn’t expect my little tease to be overlooked this easily, without even the tiniest reaction.” 
 
    “Well, if you meant it like that, then no, you wouldn’t be my first.” I smiled back at her. “I had the pleasure of experiencing a thing or two with my previous partner.” 
 
    “Previous? My condolences then.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We’ve parted on... okayish terms. She found someone better, supposedly, and suggested we wrapped things up after meeting them for some time. I always reminded her to just be honest and straightforward with me, so I guess she was, and did. With a slight delay, more or less…” 
 
    I waved a hand dismissively with a wry smile. 
 
    “Anyway, why are we talking about my ex and our past love life? I would much rather learn about the woman before me, instead. Especially in terms of who I am dealing with, as it’s my first time seeing a person with such features.” 
 
    “Ah, where are my manners? I’m Aisha, a drakan. You are a human, correct?” 
 
    I nodded. “Nice to meet you then, Aisha. And yes, I’m a human. My name is Lucas.” 
 
    “Lucas. A proud name.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment.”  
 
    My eyes jumped to her slowly moving tail and Aisha clearly noticed it, causing it to change directions a bit more with an enchanting smile. 
 
    “Well then. Let me just ask something first, if you don’t mind,” I continued. 
 
    “Naturally. Go on.” 
 
    “How does this whole recruitment work? I picked a Berserker and then some magical formation had you materialize in front of me. Did I like summon you from another realm? Hopefully, I didn’t kidnap you from somewhere.” 
 
    “Looks like you really are completely fresh.” She chuckled again. “This should be explained in one of the giant encyclopedia tomes you should have received from your organization, but I guess you haven’t skimmed through them yet. Not that I blame you, those things seem to be endless. Speaking of which, your Personal Domain seems to be quite empty. Where are they?” 
 
    Aisha glanced around as if looking for something. 
 
    “Tomes? Ah, I think I know what you mean. I can access that information in a more convenient way, so I only received four small notebooks.” 
 
    I walked over to the bed and picked up the colorful notebooks to show her. Then, I pulled out my phone and entered the Wiki, scrolling through it a little in front of Aisha. 
 
    “And you say that all the information is in this shiny tablet?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes. I can even enter words or phrases to search for specific details.” 
 
    “Fascinating. This saves so much space. And time.” 
 
    She observed my phone for a few more seconds before shifting her gaze back onto me.  
 
    “Nevertheless, it’s always more fun learning from someone else, so I don’t mind answering any of your questions. As long as I know the answer, of course. So, I can assure you that you haven’t kidnapped me. Quite the opposite. You have freed me.” 
 
    It was my turn to raise a brow at her. “How so?” 
 
    “I used to be a Defender, like you, working for a guild back in my own realm, thwarting the Dungeons threatening it. But then, simply speaking, I died.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Mistakes were made. Happens to everyone. Anyway, when a Defender dies in a Dungeon, they are given a choice. You can either pass on, or become part of the System. If you choose the latter, your level is reset and you join the pool of souls available to be drawn on by various Classes operating on summons, familiars, subordinates, minions, et cetera.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin while nodding. “I see. You become a servant for a second chance at life. Still, there’s a risk you might end up in a much worse situation.” 
 
    “That is true. But, this is not all. If you agree to become a servant, you are also promised a wish, once your master reaches a high enough position in their organization. It can be almost anything, including bringing back the dead. As you can imagine, that’s quite an incentive for quite a lot of people.” 
 
    “Right. If not for the dying part, it would seem that you get better long-term benefits than me. Did you spend a long time waiting?” 
 
    Aisha shrugged. “No idea. The good part about it is that you don’t feel the passage of time. Also, you are technically my first master. Speaking of which, what’s your Class?” 
 
    “Whoops. I completely forgot to mention it. I guess you don’t know it inherently. I’m an Overlord.” 
 
    “Overlord?” She showed a bit of surprise. “You don’t seem like one, honestly.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I frowned a little. 
 
    “From what I know, you need to have specific qualities to be able to pick this Class as a starting one. I have no idea what exactly those are, but the two I met were complete jerks, slave drivers, pretty much. Something about making your minions completely submit, I think.” 
 
    I winced a little when imagining it. “I really hope not being like that doesn’t weaken the user. Even if I wanted to make you submit, you’d hand me my ass in a flash, considering your stats and experience.” 
 
    Aisha grinned while cracking her knuckles. “And here I was looking forward to duking it out with you. We won’t know unless we try, right?” 
 
    Taking a step back, I raised my hands in front of me. “Woah, let’s slow down a bit. I am quite fit, but I’m no fighter. I was a Tactician in the game.” 
 
    “Game?” She tilted her head. 
 
    “Uhhh… How did you join whatever organization you worked for?” 
 
    “A representative approached me and invited me in, explaining some parts about it first. I was a B-rank adventurer before that. I love fighting, so the prospect of enemies just waiting for you to slaughter them seemed more interesting than protecting my world.” A bit more feral grin made it onto Aisha’s lips before she refocused on me. “You?” 
 
    “Well… You could say that I was scouted through a simulation. I’ll try to explain it someday, but there’s probably a lot you wouldn’t exactly get. Different world thingy.” 
 
    “Not that it matters all that much. Could I get some water? I just realized how parched this new body of mine feels.” 
 
    I nodded and quickly strode to the kitchen complex, which was visible to Aisha, of course, as it was really just one of the corners of my apartment, which was in the shape of a big square, and only the bathroom was walled off.  
 
    Grabbing a small bottle from the fridge, I picked up a glass too and gestured at the bed after returning with them. 
 
    Aisha sat down and I filled her glass, sitting on my wheeled chair next to the desk. She took a sip, which caused her brows to rise. 
 
    “Mmmm... Perfectly chilled. And so tasty. I think I’m going to like it here, if everything will be of such quality.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best to keep the standards up.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You are either lowering my guard, or I hit the jackpot with my first master.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s the latter.” I smiled. “Back to our conversation, you mentioning a new body reminded me of something. I have an option to literally design one when recruiting subordinates. Do you have an idea of how that works? I get that the templates are just people like you waiting to get picked, but what if I create someone?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Aisha’s brow wrinkled, and she pursed her lips. “I have no knowledge of something like that, but I remember a feeling of sensing a body which was completely different from mine, and something like a question if I would like to use it. It felt weird, so I subconsciously rejected it. I guess that might have been someone creating a female drakan Berserker and the System matching appropriate souls?” 
 
    “Interesting. That could be it. I’ll check if the Wiki says anything on the subject later. Not like I’ll be recruiting another companion anytime soon.” 
 
    “How far have you gotten in your Tutorial Dungeon?” she asked. 
 
    “I woke up barely an hour ago and only just unpacked the mail I received from my promoter.”  
 
    She grinned at me, her scaly tail swaying enchantingly back and forth over the sheets. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? You should experience your first ever delve already.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4
New Old Home 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aisha jumped off the bed and walked over to me, placing the empty glass on the desk. She then stood there with a smile and hands on her hips. Her crimson tail waved slowly behind her legs, capturing my attention again. 
 
    A cough brought me back from my entranced study of her scaled appendage and I smiled back at her. 
 
    “I would prefer to read at least the basic notebooks I received before heading out. You might have been an adventurer before getting scouted, but I was more of an office worker. Something like a scholar in your world, I guess.” 
 
    “Commendable. But, don’t worry so much. The first Dungeon is always a cakewalk, provided you don’t lose your head. And yours seems pretty strongly attached. There’s no better teacher than experience, you know?” 
 
    She stared at me, my uncertainty clear on my face. The craving for the thrill of fantasy in real life was pulled up short by my typically cautious nature and calculated approach. 
 
    With a soft sigh, Aisha walked past me and headed towards the balcony. Without any difficulty, she opened the glass door and stepped outside. After glancing around, she rested her elbows on top of the stone balustrade. 
 
    “Damn. Dwarven metropolises from my world couldn’t hold a candle to this. It’s my first time seeing such a breathtaking realm,” she marveled, leaning far forward out over the railing. 
 
    “Be careful not to fall over—” 
 
    Before I got a chance to finish my warning, Aisha’s body bent nearly double over the edge and she flipped over it, disappearing from my sight. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I lunged forward, dread overcoming me. My apartment was located on the sixth floor. I had no idea how different drakans were from humans, but a fall from such a height could only be fatal in my mind. That is, unless some miracle occurred. 
 
    “Aisha!” I shouted, leaning over the edge too. “Ah! Fuck!” I then cursed, startled even more. 
 
    Just beyond and slightly below the stone balustrade, Aisha crouched in mid-air with an impish grin, supporting her cheeks with her palms, clearly proud of herself.  
 
    Well, rather than mid-air, it appeared that she stood on the weird, blurry surface I had seen earlier, the one with emerald, glowing symbols, which seemed to exist somewhere outside my balcony. 
 
    She stood up and extended a hand to me, still smiling. More than a little reluctantly, I took her hand and carefully stepped over the stone railing. Just like her, I landed on what felt like solid ground. The same blurry surface and strange symbols appeared beneath my feet. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Did you forget about the restricted freedom, or did your promoter not mention it?” she asked. 
 
    “There was something like that, but I thought I would need to avoid or limit my contact with those unaware. Keep all of this a secret, or something. You mentioned Personal Domain earlier. What exactly is happening?” 
 
    Aisha let go of my hand and moved her palm towards the open space, soon hitting the eerie barrier I had noticed shortly after waking up. 
 
    “Your home has been turned into a Pocket Dimension, often called Personal Domain since you can influence it, surrounded by powerful wards. This barrier is the last line of defense after the Defender fails to clear their assigned Dungeon, which results in a Dungeon Break. It gives your organization time to dispatch an emergency team before the monsters break containment and wreak havoc out in this world.” 
 
    She turned around and pointed at the entrance door to my apartment. 
 
    “Your organization can find the places of possible future Dungeon Breaks, which can happen literally anywhere around the world, and redirect them to this Personal Dimension, creating a connection between the worlds before a natural one opens.” 
 
    Glancing towards the panorama of the city again, she continued. 
 
    “You learn more about the lore behind this in more detail from the books, but simply speaking, the universe is constantly in turmoil and conflict between two sides. Good and evil. Life and death. Peace and war. It is said that an all-consuming Void constantly expands its forces to turn everything into nothing since the dawn of ages. Monsters are these forces. They are born from the Void and slowly raised in a place we call a Dungeon until it reaches its full capacity, causing them to pour into some poor realm.” 
 
    I gave the fuzzy surface a few more taps with my foot. “I see. That means we are trapped in here too, right?” 
 
    “Indeed. That’s the restricted freedom part of the contract.” 
 
    “I remember hearing that others can still visit me. How does that work?” 
 
    “From the outside, this looks like a normal, empty room. The same goes for that door.” She flicked a thumb back over her shoulder at the apartment door. “When someone shows up there and knocks, the entrance is temporarily connected back to this world. Still, the same barrier will stop you if you try to step out. But, it’s not like there is no way ever to leave this place.” 
 
    I sighed. “Right. The Dungeon.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled and patted me on the shoulder. “That too, but I meant your world.” 
 
    My curiosity peaked a little. “How so?” 
 
    “Each Dungeon you clear after the Tutorial one, grants you Time Off, depending on how difficult it was, and your general achievements and performance. It’s not much, but it accumulates if you don’t spend it.” 
 
    “Suddenly, it feels kind of like a prison.” I laughed while shaking my head. 
 
    She raised a brow at me. “What kind of prison lets its prisoners out?” 
 
    “This world’s kind, I guess.” I jumped back onto the balcony and held out my hand for Aisha. “I wonder if it’s just me, or if you can also step out with that Time Off?” 
 
    Grabbing my hand, she paused for a moment and her eyes sparkled briefly before she looked to the side one more time. “I really hope I can.” 
 
    I chuckled and helped Aisha inside. We walked back into my apartment, and she spun around to face me. 
 
    “So, ready to go?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s super easy. I’m definitely not having you go out just in that.” I pointed at her two rather skimpy pieces of clothing. “And certainly not without a weapon.” 
 
    Aisha looked herself over. Pinching her tank-top, she pulled it down a little. As the material stretched, I made out much more of her shapely chest, despite trying my best not to ogle her too much. 
 
    “Well then,” she said, looking up. “I’m pretty sure I should come with starting gear, just like you. It’s nowhere to be seen, though. You could always buy me something if you don’t mind spending some Dungeon Dollars right off the bat.” 
 
    “Dungeon Dollars?” 
 
    “The currency used by the System. I guess that means you haven’t visited the shop or the market, yet.” 
 
    I nodded. “Speaking of which, I have this shiny tablet, and a few other tools to browse those, or see my stats, but how do people from other realms access the System?” 
 
    “For my stats, I received an enchanted scroll from my promoter. When supplied with mana, it showed my updated information after getting unrolled. For the other things, I got a crystal orb which could display text as an illusion, and it was interactive,” she explained, rubbing her chin. 
 
    It looked like less modern worlds had their own means to do things, which wasn’t a surprise. I wondered how much edge I had over them, due to the advanced technology of my realm.  
 
    Did these organizations use only what the inhabitants of their realms were accustomed to? Maybe they didn’t like to share between worlds. My organization felt kinda like a corporation, and everyone knew how much those things liked to keep their cards close to the vest. 
 
    “Alright. Let me see if there’s anything in my Subordinate Management.” 
 
    I moved to my desk and sat down in front of the computer screen. I was still in the Subordinate Management menu, just like I had left it shortly after Aisha’s appearance.  
 
    Her figure stood proudly on one of the black discs, taking a quite badass pose with her arms crossed over her chest. Her Name, Class, and Level were displayed under the pedestal. Fortunately, her avatar wore the same clothes she had on. 
 
    Subconsciously giving her a little spin, I selected the Manage option from the side menu.  
 
    And I froze. 
 
    It opened a similar screen to my Status, but for the female drakan, instead. For some wild reason, and maybe I should have expected it, but she was naked in there. 
 
    My eyes instantly fell onto her ample, perky breasts after glossing over her avatar’s cocky smile. It didn’t take long before I took a peek lower, too, witnessing her perfect, cleanly shaved girly parts. I also saw how her crimson scales formed a wide-spread V-shape under her navel, which for some reason just made it that much more alluring. 
 
    “You know, you could just have asked.” 
 
    I jumped when Aisha’s face appeared next to mine with a wide grin. She chuckled, seeing me blush.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Blame whoever designed this damn thing. My avatar is no different. Look.” 
 
    With a few quick clicks, I navigated to my Status menu and opened it. My nude clone popped into existence in front of us, just like I remembered it. 
 
    Aisha’s eyes locked onto my member immediately and I snorted. “Now, we are even.” 
 
    She shook her head while smiling. “Can’t you change the picture somehow? I did see clothes on myself earlier.” 
 
    “No idea. I don’t see an option for that anywhere.” 
 
    I scanned the entire screen with my eyes and noticed a tiny, semi-transparent rectangle hovering in a non-existent corner to the right above the displayed character. A faint, diagonal line ran through it. I tapped it and clothes materialized. The same ones I wore right now. 
 
    Groaning, I threw my hands into the air. “You won’t convince me that this wasn’t purposefully made so counterintuitive and easy to miss.” 
 
    Aisha laughed out loud at my outburst and patted my back. “I wonder why this is even an option. Although, I think I have a theory.” 
 
    “Which is?” I glanced at her face. 
 
    “Can you show my body again?” 
 
    Per her request, I went back to Aisha’s avatar and switched her clothes on, since I now knew how. Soon after I’d done so, though, she grabbed her tank-top and pulled it apart. It tore in the middle, providing an alluring glimpse of her inner boobs. 
 
    “Aha. Knew it,” she exclaimed with satisfaction. 
 
    Following her gaze, I looked at the screen again. The character’s tank-top was torn in the same way. 
 
    “This is great for inspecting wounds and damage. You really have got so many useful tools. I always had so much trouble patching myself up after returning to my Personal Domain.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree. Although, neither of us is alone now. Even without this, we could help each other.” 
 
    “True. Anyway, what about the equipment?” 
 
    Refocusing back on the task at hand, I took one more glance at the menu on the side. After toggling the clothes on, I realized another segment had appeared under the Status and Attributes sections, called Gear.  
 
    Down there, I found only one entry—Berserker Starting Gear Pack. Clicking on the raised rectangle, showed two options—Inspect, and Receive. 
 
    I tapped the first one. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    BERSERKER STARTING GEAR PACK 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Reinforced Leather Boots x01 
 
    Reinforced Leather Greaves x01 
 
    Reinforced Leather Shorts x01 
 
    Reinforced Leather Chestplate x01 
 
    Reinforced Leather Gauntlets x01 
 
    Reinforced Leather Cap x01 
 
    Single-Bladed Steel Greataxe x01 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “You start with more stuff than I do. I’m jealous,” I commented after checking out the list. 
 
    “Should have picked a different Class, then.” Aisha smirked back at me. 
 
    I tapped Receive, and the doorbell rang instantly. Our heads snapped towards the door. 
 
    “Holy damn, this is fast,” I said. 
 
    Aisha straightened up and walked to the entrance. “Get used to it. No more waiting weeks or months for delivery.” 
 
    She quickly figured out how to unlock it, and then opened the door. The familiar cave still stretched forth on the other side, but there was another package lying on my doorstep. This one was almost flat, but as long and wide as a person. 
 
    Picking it up with ease, Aisha closed the door and started heading back to me. I gestured at the bed, directing her to drop the box there. 
 
    “How does that work? Bah, I get a bit of déjà vu each time I ask this question again.” I chuckled. 
 
    She smiled back. “I never got the chance to do that so it feels nice. As for the boxes, beats me. I never managed to catch the delivery person or thing even once, no matter how quickly I opened the door.” 
 
    I helped her cut through the tape sealing the package and we brought the neatly folded bundle of leather equipment out. Aisha skillfully donned each piece, except for the cap. 
 
    “I hate the damn caps,” she explained as I watched her gear up. “They irritate my horns, make them itchy.”  
 
    Finally, she pulled her weapon out, with one hand.  
 
    A massive greataxe stood by her side. It had a simple, but beautiful, design. Just like its name indicated, it had a single blade. A short spike stuck out the other side, as well as from the top and bottom of the shaft. The blade was as big as my torso was wide. 
 
    Aisha stepped back and made a few practice swings and rotations, nodding to herself afterward. 
 
    “Good. I haven’t lost my touch, even after dying. That would be embarrassing.”  
 
    She rested the weapon on her shoulder and gave me a slightly wicked smile.  
 
    “Come on, let’s at least see what we are dealing with. Then, you can check your… uhhhh… compressed books for information.” 
 
    “Let’s just call it Wiki. The shiny tablet is called a phone, the big interactive picture is a computer, and this smaller screen on my wrist is a watch. It might take some time to get used to the whole technology thing, so no sweat,” I explained while throwing on the vest and pants I had received from J. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Got it. I might be a Berserker, but that doesn’t mean I’m slow or something.” 
 
    I raised my hands defensively while chuckling. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just speaking from experience. Even people from this world have a hard time getting used to new technologies.” 
 
    After strapping both daggers to my belt, just in case, I picked up the backpack and threw in a few simple items, like the waterskin, a pack of rations, a flashlight, and a few bandages made of what looked like leaves or something. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll be the pack mule and you do the hacking. Anything else I should know beforehand?” I asked as we stood in front of the door. 
 
    “Don’t forget to mark the path. At least until you get something to take care of it for you, like an artifact, spell, or familiar. It can be like a labyrinth out there.” 
 
    I quickly jogged to my desk and picked up a clean notebook with a few pens. Should be fine to map out our journey. 
 
    With that secured, I returned to Aisha, and we ventured outside. I was a little afraid the door might suddenly disappear after I locked it, but it remained where it stood. 
 
    “Can something break in while we are not around?” I asked.  
 
    Albeit sturdy, the door was still just wood. 
 
    Aisha shook her head. “Nah. The entrance is protected by various enchantments and runes. Though not as durable as the barrier surrounding your home, they would still require a small army to wear them down.” 
 
    “Good. Let me just take a quick look at your status and abilities to know what I’m dealing with.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She stepped in front of me as I tried out the smartwatch this time. We both jumped a little when it projected an image in the air before our faces, almost like a small holographic projector. This was much better than the phone already, but I guess it was a bit eye-catching, since it emitted much more light than a normal screen. 
 
    I pulled up Subordinate Management and tapped Manage after selecting Aisha’s avatar. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    INFORMATION 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Name: Aisha Erlivyre 
 
    Race: Drakan 
 
    Age: 37 
 
    Affiliation: Lucas King 
 
    Position: Subordinate 
 
    Class: Berserker 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Her status didn’t reveal anything too important, so I scrolled the image lower. I had already seen Aisha’s Attributes section, so I only glanced at them to verify that nothing had changed, before moving on to her abilities. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    GENERAL 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Darkvision (B) 
 
    Greataxe Proficiency (C) 
 
    Situational Awareness (C) 
 
    Mental Fortitude (C) 
 
    Dismantling (B) 
 
    Field Repairs (D) 
 
    Field Maintenance (C) 
 
    Cooking (D) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, neat. Some of my General skills carried over,” Aisha commented while gazing over my shoulder. 
 
    “I assume the letters are ranks, or something like that?” I replied. 
 
    “Yeah. F, E, D, C, B, A, S, and then EX. Most skills, abilities, and spells can evolve and break into a higher rank if you get proficient enough with them.” 
 
    “How do you gain new ones?” 
 
    “Trying out something for long enough, studying stuff, being taught, through grimoires, lucky encounters, finding spiritual stones with a specific energy in them, and so on. Sometimes, they can also be rewards from the clear. But, they’re mostly gained through your own effort and talents.” 
 
    I nodded and checked the Class-Related section. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CLASS-RELATED 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Bloodlust (F) 
 
    Berserk (F) 
 
    Sunder (F) 
 
    Physical Resistance (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Sucks to be back at Level 1.” Aisha sighed. “For these, you can improve what you have or even get more through leveling too. Oh well. Looks like I will have to work on raising them again.” 
 
    I quickly expanded the three first lines without wasting our time. The last one was pretty self-explanatory. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Bloodlust (F) 
 
    Marks an enemy, making them unable to run away from the user, and sharpens the user's senses. The target’s relative position will always be known to the user within a radius of 25 meters. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Berserk (F) 
 
    Enter a frenzied state. Depending on Mental Fortitude, the user might have a hard time differentiating enemies from allies. 
 
    Additional effects:
Attributes +25%
Physical & Magical Resistance +25%
Pain Resistance +50% 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Sunder (F) 
 
    Sends an arc of condensed energy from the blade of the wielded weapon, which can travel up to 10 meters ahead. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Just to be safe, don’t go Berserk without letting me know beforehand, alright?” I asked, dismissing the projected screen. 
 
    Aisha elbowed me and huffed. “I’m not an amateur. Besides, my Mental Fortitude is at C. I’m doing quite fine while under the effects of Berserk. It’s only a little bit red.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s not add my blood to it, then.” I chuckled and she joined me. 
 
    I turned the flashlight on and prepared the notepad in my other hand. We did have a lantern in the backpack, but this way, we were a bit more sneaky and less obvious. The beam of light was adjustable and didn’t glow in all directions. 
 
    “Defenders from your realm sure have it easy, getting such useful starting gear,” Aisha commented as we began to traverse the gray cavern. 
 
    “Isn’t this pretty much the same as a hooded lantern, though?” I replied. 
 
    “Eh, maybe, but not exactly. Yours is closer to an artifact, which I would need to spend quite a few Dungeon Dollars on.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It is what it is. I welcome all—” 
 
    Aisha’s hand pressed on my chest and I immediately quieted down, dimming the flashlight a bit. 
 
    Nothing but silence and semi-darkness surrounded us. After around twenty seconds, some scraping noise reached my ears, coming from the tunnel not that far from us. She had really good hearing, if she had noticed it from that far back. 
 
    We silently moved closer to the intersection and waited behind the corner. Aisha, of course, in the front. I had turned off the flashlight completely, since she had Darkvision, ready to activate it again if shit went down. 
 
    Somehow, even without it, I could still recognize the general layout of the stone corridors not that far from us. I would surely end up dead before I knew it, if I were forced to fight like this, but I was glad it didn’t feel like I’d been swallowed up by some pitch-black darkness, without any source of light present. 
 
    The scraping gradually grew louder. It resembled someone dragging something sharp over the stone ground at a regular pace. Or maybe two things. 
 
    I could barely make out Aisha preparing her greataxe in the darkness, and soon, she made a quick, powerful swing. She managed to hook whatever it was between the blade and the shaft and dragged it out into our passage. 
 
    Following a guttural shriek and the tumbling noise, I shone the flashlight in the direction of the sound. Clearly dazed, a humanoid creature that resembled a scaly green lizard lay sprawled on its back, holding onto a primitive, rusty shortsword. It looked to be around half our height. 
 
    “Kobolds, huh? I guess they ran out of Goblin Dungeons for the Tutorials,” Aisha said casually, propping her giant axe up on her shoulder. 
 
    “I assume you are fine killing it?” I asked. 
 
    She frowned at me. “Did you just assume that I’m related to a measly Kobold?” 
 
    “Sorry!” I waved my hands, keeping an eye on the rising monster. “I’m not sure how relevant the knowledge from my world is.” 
 
    She scoffed, evading the Kobold’s stab with no visible effort. 
 
    “If it was any other drakan, you would be a head shorter now.” She squinted her shiny crimson eyes at me, reaffirming the grip on her axe. 
 
    I smiled wryly, starting to sweat bullets until she suddenly chuckled. 
 
    “I’m just fucking with you,” Aisha admitted with a smirk, kicking the Kobold in its scaly chest and almost sending it flying. “It is a little rude, but you would most likely end up with black eye, at worst.” 
 
    Shifting her gaze from me to the persistent little bastard who was scrambling back to its feet, she slammed the flat side of her greataxe right into its head from above with a metallic thud, knocking it out cold. 
 
    “You could say that we are related, but Kobolds are monsters created by Dragons to serve as their loyal slaves. Drakans are one of their descendant races. We are somewhere between dragonewts and dragonborn.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll watch my words, then.” I wiped my forehead off and brought out my phone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Aisha asked after coming closer. 
 
    “Checking what the Wiki has to say about this guy.” I typed Kobold into the search bar of the Wiki app and groaned. “There are dozens of different entries. It’s like searching ‘Ford’ on Google.” 
 
    “I don’t know what this Google is, but that’s normal. There are many subspecies of monsters.” 
 
    Then, I noticed a camera icon next to the search bar. 
 
    “Hmmm. Could you hold the flashlight for a second?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    After handing the light to Aisha, I tapped the icon. The screen switched to the camera with only one button. I aimed it at the unconscious Kobold and pressed the circular shape. 
 
    The phone emitted a quiet shutter noise, which I should find a way to disable, and I was brought back to the Wiki. After a few seconds with a loading symbol blocking any action, a page opened, titled Mountainrock Kobold. 
 
    “Cool.” I smiled. 
 
    “The resourcefulness of your artifacts continues to amaze me,” Aisha commented. 
 
    I glanced at a block of information on the opened entry page, ignoring all the lore and such for now. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: ~5-10 
 
    Agility: ~5-15 
 
    Constitution: ~5-10 
 
    Intelligence: ~1-7 
 
    Wisdom: ~3-7 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    KNOWN SKILLS 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Darkvision 
 
    Makeshift Craft 
 
    Trapmaking 
 
    Weapon Proficiencies 
 
    Minor Elemental Proficiencies 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    NOTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Sturdy scales cover most of their reptilian bodies. Softer places include the stomach, groin, throat, and underside of limbs. Blunt weapons are recommended unless aiming at those spots. Often utilize bites and tail swipes in a fight. Tend to run away when faced with overwhelming numbers. Otherwise, rarely back down. May be seen using simple weapons, often spears or similar. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    "Decent information, I guess. I bet there's some more in-depth knowledge in this wall of text," I commented. "Now what?" 
 
    "Ever killed anything?" Aisha asked. 
 
    "Does a goldfish count?" 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    "Close enough." 
 
    She then picked the Kobold by its head and held it in front of me. 
 
    "Kill the goldfish then." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   

 Chapter 5
First Battle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I watched the Mountainrock Kobold’s limp body hang in the air by its neck for a brief moment and unsheathed one of the daggers strapped to my belt. 
 
    So far, it seemed that a lot of things were similar to what I was used to in the game. In Dungeon Cleaners, you could target specific body parts of the enemy if you wanted to micromanage your character or the party’s NPCs.  
 
    I had a feeling it was another method of teaching potential recruits to aim for the weak spots, in order to raise their chances of survival. And even without checking the Wiki or other sources of information, I knew that the throat was the most effective weak point for this one as well as for most Kobolds in general.  
 
    It was a bit amusing how much detail the developers had put into the game, going so far as to establish different critical damage multipliers for various weak spots. As a result, I’d learned which ones would most likely end up being fatal wounds when struck in real life. 
 
    “Is it too much for you?” Aisha asked after a few moments, her brow arching a little. 
 
    I could tell that it was a question of genuine concern and not a mockery. Shaking my head, I reaffirmed my grip on the dagger. 
 
    “No, I’m not that weak mentally. This isn’t just a game anymore and I know it. I was wondering how best to approach this. The theory is there, but the practice is a different thing.” 
 
    She nodded with a smile. “Good. And practice is exactly what we are here for. I was a little afraid you’d hesitate a lot, so I wanted you to go through the first kill as soon as possible in case it would have left you unsettled for a day or two. Better sooner than later in this profession.” 
 
    Aisha observed me preparing a stab and moved the Kobold away a bit before I thrust my weapon forward. I glanced at her. 
 
    “A little tip first. Use your entire body, not just the wrist. Put some weight on your back leg, spin your torso accordingly, and use the momentum to drive your whole arm forward. You might be aiming for a softer spot, but that doesn’t mean that your blade won’t slide off it if you don’t put enough strength behind it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Wanting to test her guidance a little bit first, I followed Aisha’s advice on the empty air, making a few jabs until she nodded in approval. Then, I reenacted the movement one more time but with the Kobold’s throat as my target. 
 
    Just as she had warned me, I felt some resistance when the tip of the dagger met the monster’s skin, but I’d thrust with enough force to properly sink the blade deep in its windpipe. 
 
    The sudden pang of pain in its throat woke the Kobold up, so I quickly withdrew my weapon. It desperately covered the wound in its neck while gurgling in panic. Since I was unable to strike its throat again, I grabbed the dagger with both hands and shoved it into its stomach. 
 
    And I was glad I’d used both hands this time, as its belly was much tougher than its throat. I was well aware of the stats distribution for my Class, and this was a great lesson on how much I could actually achieve at the current moment. 
 
    Before withdrawing my blade again, I created a wide, horizontal cut across the Kobold’s body, seeing how far my strength could take me. Then, once I’d stepped back out of the way, Aisha moved her hand gripping her axe closer to the blade, and beheaded the monster with ease. 
 
    “No need to wait and watch as it squirms and thrashes about until it dies,” she explained. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “Do they have cores?” I asked, wondering if that part was also the same as in the game. 
 
    “Cores?” Aisha glanced at me with a soft frown. “Ah, you mean nuclei? Yes, of course. Each monster born in the Dungeon should have one, if it was created by the Void. Besides materials and equipment, nuclei are the other main source of income when sold in the Shop or Market.” 
 
    “Guess they are used in various crafting professions and such too.” 
 
    “You really do know a lot.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I do know quite a bit, but we’ll have to verify most of that knowledge instead of assuming it’s exactly the same as I learned in the past. For one, the game didn’t teach me where the nucleus is located.” 
 
    “Time for me to shine again, then.”  
 
    She crouched by the torso of the dead Kobold and pressed two fingers to its chest. 
 
    “It’s been some time since I harvested Kobolds, but their nucleus should be just behind the sternum. The best way to get to it is to make a cut just below the bone and reach up from underneath. The rib cage can be annoying. Want to try or should I take care of it?” 
 
    I shook my head and joined her near the ground. “Let me. I’m the one who needs to get used to all of this.” 
 
    Aisha smiled at me and stepped back. “I’m starting to like that practical mindset of yours.” 
 
    Under her watchful eye, I sank the blade into the Kobold’s stomach just under its sternum, creating a wound wide enough for my hand to fit in, and slid my fingers inside. 
 
    I shuddered a little at first when met with the cold, slick flesh. That was exactly why I wanted to do it. No matter how much you had seen, there was only so much you could do to prepare yourself for the actual sensation. And it was yucky. 
 
    Fortunately, I wasn’t a surgeon with a patient on the table, required to act with the utmost caution, so I searched around blindly with my fingertips for the nucleus, aiming for where Aisha had pointed it out earlier.  
 
    After a few seconds, I felt something hard, jagged, and irregular, like a small, unpolished stone. I had to yank it out with quite some strength, but the magical core of dark emerald color was brought outside in the end. 
 
    “Do bodies disappear after death?” I asked, examining the pearl-sized gem. 
 
    “Yeah. Depends on how big the monster is. Beings like Kobolds dissipate into mana after about a day. That’s the time you have to gather any useful materials and ingredients from them.” 
 
    My pocket and wrist buzzed at the same time, and I glanced at my smartwatch. With a quick flick of my wrist, it projected a notification into the air. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You have successfully extracted the nucleus of a Mountainrock Kobold. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Dismantling (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I know it made harvesting quicker in the game, and increased the chance for better quality ingredients, but how does this work in real life?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    Aisha replied before I could enter the Wiki. “You will gain more finesse with each advancement. At higher ranks, you can do it pretty much without thinking or looking, as long as you know anything about the monster. It’s like achieving a level of trained movements, which, of course, raises the speed and precision of those movements, too, thereby lowering the chances of damaging something in the process.” 
 
    “Pretty realistic,” I commented. “As J said, this System is more of a quantification of one’s abilities rather than just a provider like in most fiction. I remember the eyes being worth a bit, but we don’t really have means to store them, so I guess we’ll make do with talons.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, boss. I never knew what exactly to harvest from my kills, so I’ll follow your judgment here. Sitting on the Market to research prices was less exciting than decimating tens of monsters. Quantity over quality was my approach, I guess.” 
 
    I chuckled, leaving collecting the claws to her. “I played the Market heavily. You had to if you wanted to min-max. The Shop was fairly limited when compared to it. I can be the brains while you be the brawn.” 
 
    “Perfect. I always wondered how it would be to have someone like that by my side. I was more of a lone wolf in my previous life. Easy to guess why.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I have quite some experience leading a Berserker.” I winked at her, picking up the rusted sword. 
 
    “Even I know that thing is worth next to nothing. Please, don’t tell me you are one of those people who pick up all the junk they come across. They were always such a pain to deal with, ugh.” 
 
    “You often mention other people. Can we meet others here?” 
 
    Aisha raised a brow at me. “Did you think you were the only one doing this job?” 
 
    “Of course not. It’s Defenders, not Defender. And you exist, of course. Also, I think there was a co-op mode in the game, although not many people used it. When they did, it was always players who entered the Dungeon together from the same hub.” 
 
    She finished putting all the talons in a small pouch and threw it at me to store in the backpack. 
 
    “I don’t think you can meet anyone in the Tutorial Dungeon since it’s a solo one, but later, the more dangerous ones are obviously not left to only one Defender. Multiple Personal Domains are linked to a bigger Dungeon. It’s up to the owners if they want to cooperate or compete, though.” 
 
    I sighed. “Great. It’s not just monsters you have to worry about. The rewards are split according to the contribution, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” Aisha nodded. “I know what you are thinking, and you are correct. Since our backers don’t intervene directly, there are idiots out there who would kill others just to hoard everything for themselves. But, don’t worry. I’ll do my best to protect you. Also, I think there was a way to check if your Dungeon has others in it.” 
 
    Wiping the blood on my hands on my pants, I pulled out my phone and navigated the DCI Hub. A tile named Assignments sat there amongst the others. When I tapped it, I saw a single entry logged there, entitled Tutorial Dungeon 01. 
 
    Since it was clickable, I decided to check it out. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    TUTORIAL DUNGEON 01 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Type: Solo 
 
    Remaining Time: 14d 22h 39m 
 
    Clear Condition: All Monsters Eradicated 
 
    Environment: Underground Caverns 
 
    Environmental Hazards: None 
 
    Common Monster Strength: Lv. 01-02 
 
    Rare Monster Strength: Lv. 02-03 
 
    Boss Monster Strength: Lv. 02-05 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “So, we will have to get rid of all the Kobolds and other things that might be lurking around,” I commented. 
 
    “It’s usually like that. Sometimes you can get a very strong monster we call a Dungeon Master which needs to be brought down. Even less often, a Dungeon Core can form, which also needs to be destroyed. Do you know about them?” 
 
    Tucking the phone back in my pocket, I nodded. “Yeah. Both are bad news, since the monsters are much more organized then but a Core is worse as it can manipulate the whole place however it sees fit. Anyway, let's go a little further and see if we can find some more lone wanderers close by. For a bigger group, we should prepare more.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    For now, I kept the shortsword with us, holding it loosely in my hand. If the opportunity presented itself, I would use it to practice a little more. And having something with a longer reach than my dagger was a plus, even if I only used it to keep an enemy at bay. 
 
    We walked in silence while slowly exploring the stone passages. I drew our route in my notebook and used the new weapon to mark the walls too, not having to worry about its durability since I’d only discard it later, anyway. 
 
    Nothing much besides natural caverns and the odd carved tunnel riddled our journey into the unknown. Just like in the game, there most likely weren’t any loot chests and randomly placed items spread around the Dungeon, as was often the case in more casual productions. 
 
    Some might find that disappointing, but to me, it wasn’t anything new. I didn’t expect such things to exist here. On the contrary, I always assumed this new reality would be even more hardcore than the game, just to be safe. 
 
    After around ten minutes of wandering, my devices buzzed again. Aisha confirmed that we didn’t have any company, so I brought out my phone at its lowest illumination to check the new notification. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You have successfully mapped a small part of a Dungeon, putting a lot of effort and detail into your drawing. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Mapping (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I should have expected that,” I muttered. 
 
    Aisha chuckled quietly, her face next to mine as she peered at the notification over my shoulder. “It’s kind of exciting to know it at the very exact moment. My scroll didn’t vibrate, like your artifact phone or watch do, when I gained something.” 
 
    “I wonder if I can get you a phone or a watch too? I’ll have to check out the shop to see how it changed after we return.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun. But, before you start thinking about shopping, there’s something we have to take care of.” 
 
    Focusing my senses, I noticed the familiar noise of something scraping against stone. 
 
    “Two of them, huh?” 
 
    “Seems like it. They somehow made it into the tunnel behind us. Unless you want to try going around and finding another path leading to our previous route, we’ll have to take them down.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Two should be fine. We could get lost trying to navigate through this maze and might end up backtracking into more enemies.” 
 
    “I’ll dispatch one as quickly as I can, so you can try handling the other one by yourself while I keep watch.” 
 
    Nodding, I turned the flashlight off. I reached out to hold onto Aisha’s armor to keep from losing her, but something coiled around my waist before I could catch a hold of it. I didn’t have to look down to understand what it was. 
 
    A sudden urge to touch the thick safety belt appeared in my mind, but I hastily shoved it down. The last thing we needed right now was me tickling Aisha’s tail and making her giggle, or worse, spooking her. I preferred keeping my head attached, thank-you-very-much. 
 
    She led us closer to the noise while staying near the wall. Then, we waited in silence for the two Kobolds to come out of the nearby intersection. Oh, how good would it be if they lined up in front of Aisha’s axe. 
 
    Unfortunately, even I could sense that they were spread out a bit. Besides creating noise as their sharp talons scraped the rock, they yipped occasionally, betraying their positions. 
 
    The moment the first Kobold’s snout appeared in front of Aisha, she loosened her tail around me and kneed the poor little bastard straight into the side of its head as she jumped forward. 
 
    She had put quite some force behind that knee, sending the monster tumbling into the opposite wall with a soft thud. Aisha ignored the downed opponent and lunged deeper into the tunnel, aiming for the second one, which started yipping even louder. 
 
    I knelt down, aiming myself towards the sound of her footsteps, and turned the flashlight on again, already set on its thin beam mode. A pretty useful feature, I had to admit. 
 
    The light shone straight forward in a tight stream from behind Aisha, close to the ground. I immediately located her target and redirected the white beam directly into the green Kobold’s eyes, visible between my companion’s legs. 
 
    Met with condensed, intense brightness, it hissed in pain and covered its face with its arm. Unfortunately, that was a fatal mistake as it lifted its primitive spear in order to do so. This allowed Aisha to cleave through its body with a mighty swing, like a cleaver through tofu. 
 
    I quickly shifted my gaze from the cut-in-half Kobold towards its still living companion, shining my flashlight at the wall. It had finished collecting itself and crouched down to pick up its ugly club, clearly aiming to rush at me next. 
 
    Before it got a chance to do so, however, I blinded it just as I had done with its friend. While it protected its eyes, I set the flashlight on the ground and increased the spread of the light, making the beam wide enough to light up most of the wall in front of me. 
 
    Without waiting, I stepped forward while gripping the rusty sword tight. Following Aisha’s earlier advice, I swung with my whole body, targeting the monster’s stomach, since it was covering its head and neck with its arms. 
 
    But, it managed to react in time, as the diffused beam did little to disturb its vision. My blade collided with its club, and I grunted from the impact. I was no fencer, and I knew my opponent had much more experience than I did, so I took up a defensive stance instead of launching an immediate follow-up. 
 
    “Good. Focus on dodging and look for a chance to strike,” Aisha instructed from the side. 
 
    Our awkward dance began. An opponent half my size chased after me with a club as I did my best to avoid its swings. It wasn’t all that skilled, which allowed me to graze it with a counterstrike now and then, but most of my attempts only scratched its sturdy scales, creating very shallow cuts. 
 
    I had to pay a lot of attention to my surroundings, so as not to end up with my back against a wall. Fortunately, the flashlight served as a kind of a positional anchor, so I always knew my relevant position. 
 
    The Kobold grew furious at my cowardly tactics and started screaming at me while intensifying its attacks. A flurry of blows pushed my blade around as I attempted to block those that were impossible to avoid. 
 
    One wild strike slid over my weapon and bumped into my left thigh, making me wince. It wasn’t a powerful hit but I still felt it, and my mobility was affected, as I tried to avoid putting too much weight on that leg. 
 
    Then, right after scoring that hit, the Kobold took a weird step back with its right foot. 
 
    Something clicked in my brain. I knew exactly what was happening. I had seen this countless times. 
 
    My body reacted in a flash and I jumped forward. The Kobold spun around, aiming to hit my sore leg with its tail swipe, but its tail passed under me like the wind. 
 
    I winced again, landing hard on both legs, but used the momentum to thrust the sword forward with my whole body weight behind it, sinking the tip into the Kobold’s stomach moments after it finished turning around. 
 
    It shrieked in agony. I didn’t give it time to bite me and shoulder-bashed the monster in a follow-up strike, knocking it over.  
 
    We fell together and I unsheathed one of my daggers with my left hand, quickly driving it down with both. With some luck, I managed to sink the tip in the middle of the monster’s neck and twisted it as hard as I could, as Aisha had advised I do when we’d discussed my previous effort to kill these bastards. 
 
    The Kobold soon stopped thrashing and I slumped down beside it, breathing heavily. My drakan companion walked closer, a smirk on her face, and her axe resting on her shoulder. 
 
    “Pathetic, right?” I chuckled. 
 
    She shook her head. “For your first-ever fight to the death? You have some great battle sense. Trust me, I’ve seen much worse. Hell, I did so much worse, back before I even became an adventurer. I was damn hot-headed back then.” 
 
    I grasped the proffered hand and stood up with Aisha’s help. “No wonder you chose Berserker.” 
 
    She snorted. “Don’t push your luck, kid.” 
 
    We laughed together. 
 
    “I’m not a kid. I’m like ten or more years past adulthood, depending on the location, and who you believe to be correct about the human body.” 
 
    “Well, then we are roughly the same. Female drakans fully mature at the age of twenty-nine, more or less. Do humans rarely live past a hundred here?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Yeah. Very rarely. What about drakan?” 
 
    “Two to three hundred.” 
 
    “Woah. You are pretty much at the start while I’m close to a third.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You will surely live longer now since you are part of the System. There are different ways to achieve that. Unless something kills you, of course.” 
 
    “Right. What does an infinite lifespan mean in a profession where you could end up dead at every step?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket to check my phone. It had buzzed recently again, but I had ignored it. I would have to switch it to silent mode, so that it did not accidentally distract me during a battle. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You pushed through a revolting activity, and managed to overcome pain during a difficult situation. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Mental Fortitude (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You were able to successfully predict your opponent’s movements thanks to your extensive knowledge. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Battle Sense (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Looks like I was onto something,” Aisha mused. 
 
    “Looks like you were. Let’s harvest them quickly and head back. My thigh is starting to ache.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6
Retro Guide 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So as not to waste time and push our luck, we took care of one corpse each, harvesting useful materials from the two defeated Kobolds. Naturally, Aisha finished hers much quicker than I did, thanks to her expertise and a higher level of Dismantling. She then watched over me until I was done. 
 
    With our spoils of war collected, we set off back the way we had come. I led us through the stone tunnels, following the map I had drawn. Aisha focused on scanning the surroundings for more enemies and finding the carved marks I had left on the walls of the intersections we’d passed earlier. 
 
    Thankfully, we found our way back without further incidents or events. It took us a bit longer to get back than it had to come this way, since I was slightly limping on my injured leg. I didn’t find it necessary to play the tough guy in front of my companion. She could mistakenly assume I was fine, and that could lead to a much worse slip-up later. 
 
    I sighed heavily after finally stepping inside my apartment and locking the door. It still looked like nothing much to me, but the knowledge that it was enchanted with some serious magical formations did bring forth a feeling of relief and safety. 
 
    Placing the backpack on the floor by the wall, I hopped towards the bed and collapsed onto the comfy mattress, groaning quietly. I knew my thigh would hurt like hell the next day. I wasn’t used to getting smacked with a club. 
 
    Aisha rested her weapon near the backpack and swiftly unequipped her armor, appearing back in the tank top and shorts she initially had on when she first appeared. Now, though, they were completely drenched in sweat, which only accentuated her sensual curves with how the thin top clung to her body. 
 
    She stretched a little, before rummaging through my backpack. Finding whatever it was she’d been looking for, she walked closer to me. 
 
    “Let’s treat your leg first. The earlier, the better.” 
 
    I frowned at her, noticing the leaf bandage in her hand. “But, it’s not bleeding?” 
 
    “These might be the cheapest bandages available, but they are still elven. They are soaked in a fresh Fairy Spring Water, granting them the blessing of Minor Recovery,” Aisha explained as she knelt in front of me. “Now, pants down.” 
 
    My eyes were immediately drawn to her glistening skin, amazing scales, and oh so inviting cleavage. It was impossible not to imagine the implications of this position and her words. She seemed to be fully aware of these as a faint smirk decorated her lips. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I reached down, towards my ankle. “I’ll roll it up.” 
 
    She swatted my hands away. “I said pants down. You’ve been hit in the thigh, not the calf. Don’t overcomplicate things.” 
 
    There was no reason to argue further, so I did as I was told after unfastening my belt. A rather sizable, purplish blemish covered the upper half of my left thigh. But, it wasn’t the only matter of concern. Another swelling made itself known between my legs. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I apologized as Aisha’s gaze latched onto the tent that popped up right in front of her.  
 
    It was just impossible for me NOT to have a reaction like this. 
 
    She shook her head with a smile. “Do you take me for some fair, blushing maiden? It’s not the first time I’ve seen a man get hard. It’s only proof that you are a healthy specimen.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I smiled wryly. 
 
    “Want to hear a secret?” Aisha asked with a teasing smile. 
 
    I raised a brow at her. Without waiting for an answer, she placed a hand on my healthy thigh and started lifting her face closer to mine. She passed it, arriving by my ear. If only I looked down just a little, I knew I could get another peek at the sacred Valley of Dreams. 
 
    “You are not the only one troubled by your own body,” she whispered into my ear. “We, Berserkers, tend to get more than just a little excited while fighting.” 
 
    With a soft chuckle, she retreated back to her initial position and began rolling the chilly, leaf bandage around my leg. I let out a prolonged sigh as a comfortable sensation spread through the bruised tissue. That must be the elven magic, I guessed. 
 
    “And, done.” Aisha stood up, placing her hands on her hips as her draconic tail swayed slowly behind her legs. “With a small bruise like that, it should be gone in a few hours. Higher-quality items can quicken it a lot, but I guess you already know that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I figured. Thanks.” 
 
    “Alright. I assume that the room next to the entrance is the bathroom. May I borrow a tub or a basin to get rid of all this sweat?” 
 
    “Do you know what a shower is?” I asked.  
 
    My bathroom was too small for a full bathtub. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. A common occurrence in dwarven cities. Works even better than a bathtub. Does it operate on elemental stones too?” 
 
    I shook my head, standing up. “Nope. No magical stuff in this world. Uhhh… Amongst the people who are unaware, at least. Let me give you a quick tour of my humble abode.” 
 
    My leg worked fine, almost as if nothing had happened to it, as I briefly showed Aisha around. There wasn’t a lot to see. Pretty much everything was already visible from the middle of the apartment, with only the small bathroom fully walled off from the rest of it, for obvious reasons. 
 
    After introducing the modest kitchen complex with its small dining area, complete with a table and four chairs, I showed Aisha the bathroom and explained a few things about the sink, toilet, and shower.  
 
    She was quick to catch on, since canalization wasn’t anything new for her, thanks to the very handy dwarves. Most of the appliances she was familiar with made use of the previously mentioned elemental stones to create water, or to regulate temperature. I only had to demonstrate a thing or two to show her the difference between modern taps and elemental stones. 
 
    “Throw your current clothes into the laundry bin and I’ll wash them later.” I pointed at the small basket by the shower. “Ah. I just realized I don’t have anything for a girl on hand. I hope you don’t mind wearing some of my clothes until we get something for you.” 
 
    “You are going to wash my clothes for me?” Aisha asked, brows lifting in slight surprise. 
 
    “Uhhh… Yeah? If that makes you uncomfortable, I can leave them to you.” 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. “No, it doesn’t. I’m the subordinate here, and you are the master, so I thought it would be my responsibility to take care of such mundane tasks.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Whatever the System calls us, I view you as my partner, companion, not a slave. You are your own person, in the end.” 
 
    “You surely are completely destroying my perception of Overlords. But, I guess I should be thankful instead of surprised.” 
 
    “Besides,” I continued. “While somewhat familiar, most of this is certainly new to you. I don’t mind splitting chores, but let’s do that after you grow a bit more accustomed to living here. To some extent, this is your home, too, although forcefully assigned, haha. I guess we are roommates now.” 
 
    “Roommates, huh? Thanks again.” 
 
    She nodded at me and stepped towards the shower, grabbing the bottom of her tank top. Before she slung it off her, I turned around. 
 
    “I’ll leave some clothes in front of the door. Have fun.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, I left Aisha alone in the bathroom and sighed. In terms of being brazenly shameless, she had nothing on my ex. It would certainly be something, living with such an open woman in the small apartment. And such a beautiful one too. Her draconic features only added to her already alluring charms. 
 
    As I had said I would, I picked out a clean pair of shorts and a t-shirt for her. Obviously, I had no female underwear, so she would have to do with these for now.  
 
    I was pretty sure she wore nothing underneath her current clothing, anyway. The dark stain in the bottom of her short pants, which I had only noticed after Aisha had revealed her secret, certainly seemed to confirm it. 
 
    Realizing that I was still pant-less, parading around in just my underwear, I scooped up my pants and jumped into them. I would get a clean pair after showering myself. Parts of my clothing and current equipment were stained with monster blood. Hopefully, modern detergents could get rid of it. 
 
    While waiting, I finally checked the System notebook I had received in my welcoming package.  
 
    I was surprised. It had been created in the image of a game guide, the one that was often attached to physical editions back when CDs and DVDs were still the most common way of getting one. Now, you were lucky to find more than a single sheet of paper with an ad for a different game or the code to download the one you had bought inside the box. 
 
    Thanks to that, I could flip through the guidebook reasonably quickly, with a hint of a smile on my lips the whole while, as I reminisced. It was damn fun seeing all those screenshots of the DCI Hub with arrows pointing at different parts which led to text explanations. Whoever had made this, had put some real effort into it, which I appreciated. 
 
    I quickly learned that most things were nearly the same in real life as they had been in the game.  
 
    The notebook not only explained how recruiting worked, it also confirmed Aisha’s words, and my own assumptions. I was relieved to learn that I wasn’t creating people, per se, and that their unbound soul had to accept the body made through that option. 
 
    Same as in the game, I would level up by doing various activities, out of which killing monsters was the most common, of course. I hadn't leveled-up yet, so I guess defeating two Kobolds personally, and three as a team, wasn’t enough experience. 
 
    The Dungeon Shop was managed by the company for which I had signed up. Kind of similar to the game, where it was run and constantly updated by the devs. I would need to keep an eye on the prices and goods offered there as it could be an easy way to earn a quick buck by selling what they were low on. 
 
    The Dungeon Market, on the other hand, was exactly what the name suggested. Pretty much similar to the first auction site that came to mind. People could place buy and sell orders for anything they had, wanted, or knew about. 
 
    I wondered how many Defenders lived off playing the Shop and Market, but then I remembered that each Dungeon had a timer, so they wouldn’t be able to do nothing while ignoring the monsters. But such things could be very useful. I looked forward to making use of them between delves. Perhaps even very soon. 
 
    As expected, Subordinate Tokens were mostly gained from clearing rewards. I wasn’t actually limited by character slots but only by these creation tickets. The guide hinted that I could even sell or purchase them. I had a weird premonition that they weren’t exactly cheap, though. 
 
    The Dungeon Forum was also quite self-explanatory. It might be a good place to look for information that didn’t appear in the Wiki, which was also filled in by players while being moderated by some organization. I guessed that unconfirmed things would have a hard time being approved there, not like on the forum, where everyone could start a thread. 
 
    The guidebook had a section on the Personal Domain too, explaining a few things. Similar to my Subordinate menu, I could either use Dungeon Dollars, often depicted as D$, or special permits to upgrade my living space. The permits could be used for any upgrade or expansion, while the cost of doing the same thing using D$ varied according to the severity of the change. 
 
    As for the upgrades, only the general idea behind them was mentioned, with a note suggesting you investigate this option in the menu itself. From what it said, I could expand my apartment almost indefinitely, adding more rooms, chambers, even whole floors. And it included not only modern-themed expansions, but also more fantasy-based ones like adding on a forge, alchemical lab, crafter’s workshop, and so on. 
 
    While I was finishing reading that section, Aisha appeared by my side in the set of clothes I had left her, drying her crimson hair with a towel. She opened her mouth to say something as I glanced at her but was interrupted by a ripping noise, pausing at once. 
 
    She brought the towel between us, staring at the hole she’d torn in it. 
 
    “My bad. I’m not used to such delicate materials.” She chuckled awkwardly.  
 
    “Don’t mind it. It’s my first time seeing someone rip a hole in a towel with their horn. Not something I expected to see in my lifetime.” I smiled. 
 
    Aisha nodded. “These are bliss on the skin, honestly. Almost equal to the highest-grade towels available in the Dungeon Shop. How is your reading going?” 
 
    “Good. I’m almost done with this short introduction. I was just wondering how in hell my apartment could expand while still being part of an actual building. But, I guess Personal Domains exist in a different place and it’s just the door that provides an anchor for them.” 
 
    She plopped down beside me on the bed. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Right. I can understand that, but how do I explain this to normal people who come to visit and suddenly walk into a full suite? Especially those who have been here before.” 
 
    “If you don’t know how it works, assume it’s magic. That’s the safest answer,” Aisha replied. “This whole place is so packed with powerful spells and arrays that something like altering the minds of people to make them believe this was always the state of things is nothing special. It might feel like brainwashing to you, at first, but it’s not malicious. I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “That could explain things.” I rubbed my chin. “Out of curiosity, how big was your Personal Domain?” 
 
    “Mine? Don’t laugh, but I made it into a small fortress of reinforced wood and dark steel.” 
 
    I smiled, trying to imagine it. “Any reason for that? Or was that just what you like? Not that I’m judging, everyone has their own sense of style, and it was your home.” 
 
    “A bit of both, honestly. Besides nice vibes, I prepared it for the moment I would fail to clear a Dungeon in time, and had to fight the Break. It would have raised my chances of surviving until the emergency team arrived,” she explained with a wry smile. 
 
    “Thinking ahead. I like it. But… Would have, right?” 
 
    She nodded with a wistful sigh. “What use is all of that when you die inside a Dungeon?” 
 
    “Tough. At least you can’t say you weren’t prepared for the worst.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything worse than death, and I clearly wasn’t prepared for it.” 
 
    I chuckled while spreading my arms wide and Aisha laughed a little too. Thankfully, she wasn’t feeling too down about her own demise if she could even laugh about it. I was really enjoying talking with her. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll go get myself cleaned up, and then we’ll check a thing or two in the Hub,” I said, standing up from my desk chair. 
 
    “I’ll sort the materials we harvested while you clean up, then. My advice would be to add a storage room, as soon as possible. Or a decently-sized chest, at least. You don’t want bits and pieces of monsters lying around your bedroom all the time,” Aisha suggested. 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    I took care of myself in a flash, not wanting to waste any time under the hot spray. It was already late evening, perhaps even early night. I wasn’t sure about Aisha, but I would surely start feeling the effects of our half-a-day of various activities. 
 
    Surprisingly, the elven bandage clung to my body with no issue. I had completely forgotten about it until I was halfway through washing myself. Leave it to elves to make water-resistant leaf bandages. Neat. 
 
    Leaving the bathroom, I found Aisha kneeling on the floor and finishing sorting our spoils of war over a piece of material so as not to dirty the wooden panels. I noticed how the shorts I had given her to wear curved slightly under the thick protrusion coming out of her lower back. 
 
    “Shit. I forgot about your tail,” I cursed under my breath. “Nothing I have will be comfortable for you.” 
 
    Aisha straightened up and turned around. “It’s fine. It’s not as bad as it looks, since my tail is pretty high up. And, as I said, the material is very soft and pleasant, so it doesn’t rub it too much.” 
 
    “Hmmm… Would a hole be okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess so. But, you don’t need to destroy your clothing on my account.” 
 
    I picked up one of the clean, sharp daggers. “It’s just one pair of shorts. We’ll buy more in a bit… which we might need to cut, too, anyway…” 
 
    “We won’t. The Dungeon Shop offers things fit for every race,” Aisha said, noticing the gears in my head turning after I crouched behind her. 
 
    “They sell normal clothes there too?” I raised a brow at her. 
 
    She nodded. “You can buy almost anything there, not just Dungeon-related items. You can’t leave your Personal Domain until you finish at least two Dungeons, including the Tutorial Dungeon, so you have to buy things somehow, to not starve for example.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s what the General Goods tab shown in the notebook must have meant.” I cocked my head back. 
 
    “You should be able to use the Dungeon Shop to order pretty much anything available in your world. And, the best part is, it always comes through Dungeon Express.” Aisha smiled. 
 
    “Instant delivery?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Told you, no more weeks or months of waiting for your stuff to arrive, no matter the distance. So, cutting your stuff isn’t really necessary. Unless that was just an excuse.” 
 
    I frowned, seeing Aisha's faint smirk. Realization dawned on me when my eyes fell onto the slightly strained shorts. I had been aiming to pull them to me a little and carefully create a hole from the inside to avoid potentially hurting her, but I forgot she had nothing on underneath them. I would have literally flashed her privates to myself if I had continued doing what I’d planned to do. 
 
    Standing up, I smiled awkwardly. “My bad. I didn’t think that through enough.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I shouldn’t have said a thing. I wonder what face you would have made when you realized. And at what point you would have come to that realization.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You aren’t exactly helping.” 
 
    “Sorry. I always found it amusing how you humans react to such teasing.” 
 
    “And how would a drakan react?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Push me down and take me at the first hint of a smile.” 
 
    “Yeah… That’s kinda… a bit much for humans of this world…” I chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “He would stop if I smacked him in the face, backing off obediently. No hard feelings on either side. A no is still a no, unless he was a bastard and didn’t take my opinion into consideration right from the very start. But I think every race has those.” 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed, kind of wondering if she would smack me if I tried something like that. “Anyway, let’s do some shopping.” 
 
    Aisha stood up with the help of my hand and nodded. “Your first time. This will be fun.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her again, my gaze landing on the materials she had been sorting. “Oh. How do we send these out when we want to sell them?” 
 
    “Hm? Ah. You don’t have to worry about that. An item sold in the Shop or listed on the Market will be tagged and transported away whenever it sells. You can just shove stuff into the storage I talked about earlier, and forget about it.” 
 
    “Magic. Right.” I shook my head with a smile. 
 
    “Come on. I’m curious how you will operate your Shop and Market with these artifacts of yours. I had to use an enchanted tablet, one for the Shop and another for the Market, which would each display the prices of what I was looking for after writing its name on it. To sell things, I had to order cheap runic slips on which I wrote the price I was offering my goods for. They would tag the item after the slip got slapped onto it, listing it on the Market. Blank slips would tag it for the Shop.” 
 
    “Kind of fascinating,” I admitted. “Let me show you the wonders of modern technology, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7
Shopping Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked to the kitchen to bring a chair for Aisha, setting it down next to mine so she didn’t have to stand and lean forward over my shoulder to watch things. She thanked me, and we sat down in front of my computer screen. 
 
    My gaze was captured by her mesmerizing tail for a brief moment as it twisted around behind her while angled to the side to avoid getting uncomfortably pressed against the back of the chair. She instinctively had sat a bit forward, just enough for her tail not to inconvenience her. 
 
    Little things like that were just so adorable. 
 
    “Alright. I guess we’ll go with the Dungeon Shop first.” I moved my mouse to select DCI Hub. “You know what? It’s starting to get tiring with all that Dungeon-this, Dungeon-that. Let’s just agree to call anything related to it a D-thing. What do you say?” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” Aisha nodded. “D-Shop then?” 
 
    “Yep. Sounds good. Speaking of which, can I even buy anything with my mortal money? Or do we need to sell some materials first?” 
 
    “You should be able to use both your world’s currency, and D-Dollars. Your employer definitely left some on your account as a welcoming gift. No one expects you to start completely broke,” she explained. 
 
    Nodding, I opened the Shop's interface. From the get-go, it resembled a typical, modern shopping website but made of the dark-gray stone blocks and emerald font design reminiscent of the game. 
 
    There was a top menu, with various links connected to the user’s account, including a shopping cart, wish list, and—most importantly—the current balance. I saw two splashes of numbers, one above the other, huddled close together. 
 
    The topmost one was my normal money, clearly converted fully into Earth dollars. I guessed that all my assets had been consolidated into those now, since I remembered having a few different currencies in my bank account. The number visible there was not super impressive, but I was kind of proud of my savings, which topped at 83,996$. 
 
    But, the much more important number—at least to me, now—was just below it. Highlighted with a faint, green tint which clearly indicated this one was more crucial, my Dungeon Dollars were displayed in the second line. 
 
    “Three thousand?!” Aisha suddenly raised her voice, spooking me a bit. “Great gods! Your guild must value you greatly for you to receive such a huge starting sum!” 
 
    “Uhhh… Is that a lot?” I asked. 
 
    “I have no idea how it correlates to your world’s currency, but yes, it is. For comparison, I received two-hundred-fifty D-Dollars after signing up, and I already had experience fighting monsters, from my days of adventuring, so they knew they weren’t taking much of a risk.” 
 
    “Oh. I can exchange these?” I noticed an arrow next to the visible 3,000 D$ after Aisha mentioned the currencies. 
 
    “Obviously. How else would you earn your old money? But, it goes only one way, from D-Dollars to your currency.” 
 
    “One-to-hundred?!” I shouted in shock when a little conversion window unrolled under my cursor. “I’m sitting on three hundred grand?!” 
 
    “Seems appropriate.” Aisha nodded. “In my realm, one D-Dollar was equal to one gold coin, which was a hundred silvers.” 
 
    I swiped a hand down my face to calm myself. I hadn’t even done anything yet, and I was already three hundred grand ahead if I were to exchange it all. Naturally, that would be the stupidest thing to do—like, ever—but the prospect still caused my blood pressure to rise. 
 
    “No wonder they mentioned becoming a millionaire out of nowhere. Do you know how much you earn in the Dungeons?” 
 
    Aisha scrunched up her face. “Depends. You do get a completion bonus for clearing a Dungeon, but most money you make comes from what you harvest, gather, and scavenge. The Tutorial one won’t be more than a hundred or two.” 
 
    “I see. What about the materials we got during our recent trip?” 
 
    “I’m no expert, but even I can tell that these are just minor, common things. A few D-Dollars apiece, most likely. You will have to research them yourself, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Sure. I already promised to take care of that part. Thanks for your input.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    We turned our attention back to the monitor and the shopping website displayed on the screen. Below the top menu and the aforementioned bits, was a huge banner proclaiming some currently running promotion. A few hundred D-Dollars for what looked like a premium version of the Beginner’s Pack. 
 
    Great. Even my life was now pay-to-win. 
 
    Under the wide rectangle, another horizontal menu spanned the screen’s whole width. Categories were listed there. I assumed that they were the most generic ones before branching out, as usual, judging from the drop-down box arrows next to their names. 
 
    One big button with a highly stylized font announced ‘General Goods’. I was pretty sure it would reload the page to include items from my world instead of the few rows of popular purchases that were listed under the category menu. Currently, full fantasy products riddled the pictures and the brief descriptions, covering much of the screen. 
 
    “And all of this is interactive, right?” Aisha asked, staring at the screen in slight awe. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m using this little device in my hand to navigate through this illusion, which is technically thousands of tiny lights of different colors hidden behind a glass-like panel. Maybe I should consider upgrading it to a touch-screen,” I mused. 
 
    “Truly out of this world. If it was still my world. Even dwarves hadn’t yet reached such proficiency before my death.” 
 
    “I will teach you about modern devices, so you will be able to use everything here, too,” I promised. 
 
    “You will?” Aisha turned her face to me with raised brows. 
 
    “Naturally. It will quickly get boring just watching. And you knowing how to navigate things will be a huge help in the future too. Unless you don’t want to, of course.” 
 
    “I have to admit that I haven’t been the type to study a lot, or to focus on learning about new things unrelated to my profession, but this sounds exciting,” Aisha replied with a soft smile. 
 
    I took my hand off the mouse. “Want to try?” 
 
    She looked between it and my face before moving her chair a little closer. With a faint trace of hesitation, she carefully placed her palm on the mechanical rodent and gave it a few gentle shakes, trying to imitate my motions from earlier. 
 
    Almost immediately, we noticed the screen had changed. Many of the raised buttons lost their 3D look and became grayed-out. Amongst them were all the Purchase ones visible over the currently listed assortment of goods. 
 
    I sighed. “I kinda expected that.” 
 
    “What happened? Did I do something wrong?” Aisha asked, slightly anxious. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I quickly reassured her. “You didn’t break anything. It’s most likely because you are my Subordinate. To the System, I’m fairly sure it’s not that different from a slave. Therefore, you don’t have access to some of the same functions that I do.” 
 
    “Ah. Quite sound logic.” She nodded, surprisingly unbothered by this fact. “I won’t be of much help with this, then, huh?” 
 
    “We’ll have to see what you are allowed to do. I can already tell that you can still browse the D-Shop, and most likely add things to the wishlist. Would you mind if I took over for now?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. Please, go on.” 
 
    With the mouse back in my hand, the menus brightened again. If not for the magic explanation, I would have chased down the rabbit hole, trying to figure out how the System could differentiate me from someone else. As far as I remembered, my mouse had no fingerprint sensors. 
 
    First, I tapped an icon on the topmost menu, near the currencies, one that resembled a chest. It took me to an inventory of some sorts. Pictured on the screen before me was the classic square-grid space present in so many RPG games. There was a button to turn it into a list at the top, but I left it like that for now. 
 
    Our current gear and materials were displayed in that inventory space. After placing the cursor over each image on the grid, a small rectangle showed up with brief details about the item I hovered over. Surprisingly, that included both purchase and selling prices from the D-Shop and D-Market. 
 
    Very neat. 
 
    Since I knew we didn’t have shit right now, I navigated back to the main screen of the shop and clicked the General Goods button. As expected, it reloaded and showed products more befitting my world and current situation. The prices were even listed in normal dollars. 
 
    I navigated to the clothing section, getting swarmed by a multitude of options. Fortunately, whoever had designed these sites and menus, did know something about User Experience, or UX, so it was relatively easy to employ the filtering options. Soon I had a screen full of drakan-fit clothes in front of us. 
 
    “I would have never thought I would be shopping online for women’s underwear…” I murmured awkwardly as sets of lingerie displayed on the screen. 
 
    Aisha chuckled softly. “And I would have never thought I would watch a man buy some for me. Just pick whatever, honestly.” 
 
    I passed her the mouse. “Since we are already doing it, you might as well choose something yourself. I’ll need to get to know you a little better before I catch on to what you like.” 
 
    She smiled and took the mouse from me. “You could always pick what you like.” 
 
    Chuckling, I showed her how to properly use the wonders of technology, and simply observed as Aisha examined a few pieces of clothing. Another super neat thing we quickly discovered was the Try It On option. You weren’t limited only to checking out the image gallery, but could literally put any item of clothing on your avatar from the Status screen to see how it would look on you. 
 
    Why didn’t our online shopping sites have something like this? 
 
    I watched Aisha dress her avatar in various panties and bras before throwing a few sets into the shopping cart, glancing at me each time she did so, pretty much asking for my permission. It felt really weird, but I guess I would have to get used to that. 
 
    The majority of her underwear ended up being, unsurprisingly, sports-styled. She quickly grew fond of athletic wear after trying on just two pieces. It seemed that drakan shorts had a kind of adorable, wide-spread V-neck—or maybe a V-tail—cut at the back, evidently designed with full tail comfort in mind.  
 
    I was surprised to see she mostly stuck to black. I had to say, though, black really suited her crimson hair, tough, dark red scales, and other features. 
 
    After selecting ten sets, more than enough for now, we jumped over to the sections with less embarrassing clothes. Honestly, we didn’t spend as much time there as I had expected us to. Aisha quickly selected a bunch of t-shirts, hot pants, what I thought of as yoga pants, a hoodie or two because they looked interesting, and was done. 
 
    I only went back in and grabbed a pack of socks and comfy slippers for her, just in case, before I retreated again and clicked on the shopping cart to finalize the transaction. Suddenly, as much as I always looked at the cumulative cost with some inner repulsion, spending a hundred or even a few hundred dollars wasn’t as bad as before. I still wouldn’t go on a bender of a shopping spree, but it felt different. 
 
    The doorbell rang almost the instant I tapped the final confirmation button, causing me to jump a little. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to that, I swear.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled and walked to the door to bring the box inside. She immediately started unpacking it, while I refocused on shopping. It was damn hard not to peek at her, with all the rustling of plastic and paper going on beside me as she started changing right there in the open. 
 
    In the meantime, I examined the D-Market, trying to get a feel for it. I already knew what to expect from reading the guidebook, but nothing beat hands-on experience. And, yeah, it was pretty much your typical auction site. It took me no more than a few minutes to get used to the interface. 
 
    “This feels so amazing and comfortable.” 
 
    Aisha’s voice captured my attention and I glanced over at her. She spun around in her black underwear, stopping with her back to me. The stylized cut for her tail looked hella good and… downright sexy.  
 
    “Since I’m already imposing on your hospitality quite a bit, would you mind granting me a small request to buy one more thing?” she asked, peering back over her shoulder at me. 
 
    Her question drew my attention back up to her face. “Sure. What you need?” 
 
    “Drakan Scale Oil. For females, preferably.” She walked closer, delicately rubbing the scales below her navel. “It’s not something extremely crucial, but these do require some maintenance, or they become coarse and slightly uncomfortable.” 
 
    I could tell she was at least a tiny bit embarrassed to make this request, so I guessed it must be a rather intimate topic for her kind. It seemed even the brazen Aisha could feel a bit awkward about some things, huh? 
 
    “Naturally. Feel free to let me know about anything else you might need.” 
 
    Spinning around on my chair, I searched for the oil on the already open marketplace. 
 
    “Six hundred bucks for one small vial?!” I shouted after seeing the lowest price of 6 D$. 
 
    “Oh. If it’s too expensive, then don’t—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” I waved a hand at her. “I need to recalculate my sense of value. It’s six D-Dollars. That’s like a few of the items we harvested today? I bet that must be the lowest-quality one, right?” 
 
    Aisha nodded with a wry smile. 
 
    “How much for a decent one? I’m not about to buy some fake-level scam product that might damage your scales,” I stated warmly. 
 
    “Well… You can always be sure about the quality if you buy it from the shop… I guess one for around thirty-five D-Dollars would be fine, for now…” 
 
    Three-fucking-thousand-five-hundred! I laughed in my mind. This will be one hell of a ride. 
 
    I navigated to the D-Shop and… the doorbell rang again. 
 
    “I didn’t buy anything yet,” I said as we looked at each other. 
 
    Deciding that it would be a better idea to check this myself, I walked to the door and created a gap to take a peek outside. I really had to change the door for one with a peephole, if there was an option for that in my Residence Management. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Lucas. Pork chop with mashed potatoes and a set of three salads for today.” 
 
    A young man dressed in a flashy, green uniform, wearing a bike helmet with a huge, rectangular pack on his back stood in front of my apartment, holding a plastic bag with aromatic food in his hand. 
 
    “Ah. Tom. Thanks. I got too immersed in my work, apologies,” I answered, taking the bag from him. 
 
    “No worries. Hope you have a good evening, Mr. Lucas.” 
 
    He waved with a nice smile and walked away. I closed the door and sighed. Aisha came out of hiding from behind the bathroom wall and looked at me curiously. 
 
    “I completely forgot about my catering.” I chuckled. 
 
    “Catering?” 
 
    “Food delivery service. I rarely go out, especially in these rather dangerous times. I might have to cancel it, if the D-Shop covers that too, though. No more cold food when it’s teleported straight to your door.” 
 
    “It smells really nice.” Aisha eyed the package in my hand, and I swear her tail increased the speed of its wags. 
 
    “Come on, then. We’ll have to share it, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Can I?” 
 
    “Of course, partner.” I smiled at her as I passed by. 
 
    I brought two sets of cutlery from the kitchen and placed the steaming box on the desk. We sat down together again. Aisha was still in just her underwear, but I tried to ignore that. 
 
    “I don’t usually bring food in front of my PC, but I guess this is a good time to break that rule. Enjoy the meal. I know I will.” 
 
    We both dug in silently. Well, to some extent. Aisha released numerous contented sighs, letting out a soft moan from time to time, most likely marveling over the taste. They always had unbelievably good food. I bet they spiced it with something special. 
 
    As we ate, I explored both the Shop and the Market, using that time to think about what we needed. That included some basic protection for me, for sure. Perhaps a decent weapon, but I wasn’t sure which one suited me best. Maybe something simple, with a bit of range, like a spear. Although, a spear wasn’t ideal for caverns. 
 
    Before I’d noticed it, my mind had switched to full gaming mode. I soared through tens if not hundreds of menus and options while processing all the information and calculating my optimum choices within our current capabilities, given my available resources. The fact that this set-up was so similar to what I was used to in Dungeon Cleaners helped a ton. 
 
    Aisha had clearly lost track of my movements early on. I barely registered her stopping eating a few times, mouth agape and eyes darting around frantically in an attempt to follow the cursor. It looked almost as if she possessed a certain ocular power from a very popular franchise, which manifested in the form of red-black shapes over one’s eyes. 
 
    A natural reaction for people not accustomed to computers. 
 
    I paused when my fork returned to my mouth empty, without catching anything in the boxed meal. The food had run out. I must have lost track of time in all of this.  
 
    I glanced at Aisha, a concerned frown on my face. “I did leave some for you, right?” 
 
    She chuckled and a little burp escaped her throat. 
 
    “Whoops. Sorry. And it’s fine. You actually ate much slower than me and I was the one worrying if I wasn’t taking too much, but I didn’t want to break your focus.” 
 
    “Suit yourself fully next time, then. I usually don’t eat too much.” 
 
    “So… Are you really going to drop over two thousand D-Dollars on… the most basic skills?” she asked, and I could tell she fought with herself against questioning my choices but wasn’t sure about it. 
 
    I nodded. “I know it looks like I’m burning away our entire budget, but, in my eyes, there’s nothing worth more than this.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s your budget.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It’s our budget. I die, you die. Most likely. So, always feel free to confront me about any of the choices I am making for both of us. Don’t hold back, no matter how rude something might sound in your head. Remember, you are the more experienced out of the two of us. I might have the advantage of some knowledge I’ve picked up here and there in the game, but I will never ignore your input.” 
 
    Aisha stared at me for a few moments before sighing softly and smiling. 
 
    “Alright. Your reasoning then?” 
 
    I turned to the screen and started to explain. 
 
    “Overlord, while a much more direct Class than the other support-types, still puts a lot of focus on assisting one’s allies, or Subordinates in this case. Therefore, high efficiency in dealing with mana is greatly recommended, so as to not waste too much of it when using one’s abilities or casting, for example. It goes further than that.” 
 
    The screen zoomed in on the image of a book after I hovered over it. 
 
    “The earlier I get my hands on Mana Control, the earlier I will be able to work on improving that efficiency. A thousand D-Dollars might seem a steep price for a basic skill that one could get for free after dozens or hundreds of hours of practice, but it’s called paying for convenience.” 
 
    Then, I moved the cursor to hover over another tome. 
 
    “Where this strategy shines the most, though, is when you throw Telekinesis into the basket alongside it. It’s the best simple spell to be paired with Mana Control due to how precise you need to be to use it, which, in turn, ends up efficiently raising the first skill.” 
 
    I turned to face Aisha again. 
 
    “Two thousand for this combo might seem like a waste at first, but I can promise you that it’s the best possible long-term investment for any spell-casting or mana-manipulating Class. Especially now, when we aren’t dealing with extremely dangerous Dungeons, and can take it easy with basic, starting gear.” 
 
    And again, I pointed at a few things on the screen. 
 
    “The rest of this stuff is just minor equipment to raise our protection, some consumables, meds, and so on. These are still up for discussion, since I went ahead and picked them up without consulting with you, like I was picking gear for my Berserker… fictional character before getting scouted.” 
 
    I waited for her reaction for a tense moment. It was a truly nerve-wracking few seconds. 
 
    “I see,” Aisha finally responded, rubbing her chin softly. “I didn’t know any of that. But then again, I’m not exactly a spell-casting Class. I guess I will have to trust you about that. You are the boss.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “As I said, feel free to question me at any point.” 
 
    “It feels like you are fully confident in what you are planning. There’s no hesitation at all in your voice. I can easily get behind that. My job is to slash and smash things, you do the heavy thinking.” 
 
    Aisha gave me a beautiful smile and I responded in kind. She then stretched her arms overhead, releasing a pleasant moan. 
 
    “Damn. That incredible food made me a little sleepy.” 
 
    “Let’s just pick up the books for now and get some rest,” I suggested. “We can look over the other things tomorrow. One step at a time.” 
 
    She agreed with a nod and I, very hesitantly for a few seconds, hit the purchase button and watched the money escape my account. I had spent two hundred grand with a single click.  
 
    Gods take my soul. 
 
    We shoved the box inside and left it beside the door for later. As I prepared to get ready for bed, I was reminded of a few necessities after walking into the bathroom and hit the market up once more to order a toothbrush and some other stuff for Aisha. Then, we brushed our teeth together as I showed her how to use the toothpaste, finally meeting up back up in the middle of the apartment after each of us finished all other preparations for bed on our own. 
 
    Standing side by side, we glanced at each other. 
 
    “I hope you aren’t thinking about taking the floor,” Aisha said with a pointed look. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not anymore, I guess.” 
 
    My bed was a double, so there was no issue about us fitting on it together. We crawled under the sheets and got comfortable. 
 
    “Just a fair warning,” Aisha began. “I might be a little possessive of the space around me since I’m not used to sleeping this close to someone on a bed this big. If I get too annoying, just smack me away without a worry. Promise?” 
 
    I glanced at her and our eyes met. “Uhhh… I guess?” I answered, admiring her glinting crimson irises and ferocious vertical pupils. 
 
    She smiled and turned around. Therefore, I did the same. The land of dreams soon came to steal me away. I must have been much more tired than I’d thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8
Learning the Basics 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up with my chest feeling slightly heavy, which was quite unusual, but I assumed I had flipped over onto my belly during my sleep. And I might have continued to believe that, if not for the fact that my back was pressed into the comfortable mattress at the same time. 
 
    Slowly opening my eyes, I was suddenly glad I hadn’t made any quick movements, because right in front of my face was the tip of a rather sharp dark crimson horn. Fortunately, it wasn’t pointing straight at my eye or anything like that. It just stood there proudly, slightly angled to the side. 
 
    And that was all because a certain draconic someone had somehow ended up on top of me, with their face nuzzled into the crook of my neck. 
 
    Aisha must have moved onto my side of the bed in her sleep, and I hadn’t noticed. She leaned against my chest, one arm tightly hugging my torso, while entwining her legs with mine. She’d snuggled in comfortably into me, like I was a human-shaped body pillow. 
 
    Glancing down at the beautiful drakan woman peacefully napping on me, I realized it felt… nice. Something new. Deep down, I truly enjoyed the pleasant body-hug, the connection of her skin against mine, and, for sure, the soft sensation of Aisha’s impressive bosom squished against my chest. I wondered how that wasn’t uncomfortable for her. 
 
    As I admired the charming girl in my arms, she stirred slightly and started pulling her head back, releasing a sleepy groan. I smirked to myself a little, noticing a great chance to get back at her. 
 
    A moment later, she gently lifted her eyelids as her face stopped above mine. We stared each other in the eyes, though I could tell she was still in a faint, morning daze with how hazy hers were. 
 
    My smirk grew even wider. “Enjoying yourself?” 
 
    My question caused a frown to appear on Aisha’s fair forehead as she blinked several times in quick succession. Taking a peek through heavily lidded eyes, she took in the situation with her and my body respectively. In a moment, she realized the position we now found ourselves in. 
 
    She chuckled quietly, shaking her red mane before dropping her head and carefully pressing her temple to my chest. 
 
    “Sorry. You are so warm… and pleasant… I must have clung to you subconsciously.” 
 
    My fingers grazed over the skin of her exposed back. “All good. I would be a liar if I said I disliked this situation.” 
 
    “Five more minutes, then?” She glanced up at me pleadingly. 
 
    I nodded and received a warm smile in response. Aisha nuzzled her face back into my neck, taking a deep breath, which made me even more aware of her womanly charms. I was sure she was aware of the obvious morning wood pressing into her belly, but made no fuss about it. 
 
    Not three seconds passed before her breathing assumed a slow and steady rhythm, announcing that she’d drifted off again. Seeing Aisha rest peacefully in my embrace once more, I didn’t have the heart to wake her up. Thinking of it, she might possibly have stolen it. In the span of only a single day. 
 
    Since I didn’t trust myself not to join her in the dreamland a comfortable minute later, I quickly set up an alarm on my smartwatch for an hour from now. It was eight in the morning. I should be getting breakfast at half-past nine, so we had some time before the doorbell interrupted my gorgeous companion’s beauty sleep. 
 
    Grabbing my phone from the nightstand next to the bed while being careful not to wake Aisha again, I brought it in front of my face and decided to check on a few things. I felt completely rested and full of energy. I would most likely fall asleep again if I let my eyes close, but I was safe as long as I didn’t. 
 
    The first thing I did, was check the D-Shop for food and other stuff. And yes, it did have a section dedicated to groceries and other sundries. The prices varied, since you could grab almost everything you wanted from any corner of the world, or worlds, as I noticed tabs with regional names I was sure didn’t exist on Earth. 
 
    I would have to contact the catering company and cancel my subscription with them. The food offered in the D-Shop both intrigued me, as well as it being safer to get rid of any unnecessary contact with uninvolved people in front or coming to my apartment. Best not to tempt fate, I figured. 
 
    Then, I searched for the oil Aisha had mentioned yesterday and tossed it into the cart, though I didn’t order it right away, so as to not wake her up when the delivery rang my doorbell. Currently, the items in my shopping cart included the aforementioned consumables, Aisha’s scale oil, and some pieces of gear for me. 
 
    I had no doubt that I was the weakest link here. Aisha had her starting gear and could do wonders with just that. I had decided to pick up a set of reinforced armor pieces that would cover most of my body. The set came with greaves, gauntlets, pauldrons, a helmet, and cuisses to protect my thighs and vambraces to protect my upper arms. All were made of hardened, multi-layered leather. 
 
    For a weapon, I paired a simple iron mace with a buckler. I wanted to retain some decent mobility. It was not my intention to become a tank, or anything like that. Just that, until I raised the appropriate abilities and attributes, it was safest for me to start as an all-rounder. 
 
    I would focus on mastering Mana Control and Telekinesis every single spare moment I had. Since I was picking the skills up from the very bottom, I would have to start with something simple, like lifting cutlery, but I ordered a bunch of light throwing knives to practice with in the Dungeon too. 
 
    Honestly, I could barely contain myself. The two grimoires lay in the box where we’d left them last night. I could see the corner of their box by the wall. I could hear them whispering to me. They wanted to be read, and I wanted to read them. Badly. 
 
    Yeah, mostly to already begin working on the foundation of my character, but what man had never fantasized about using the force? I had to admit that half of my thoughts were occupied by visions of me toying with Kobolds like they were dolls, lifting them up and choking them in the air, even smacking them around. I knew very well that this was a vision of a very distant future, if it was even a possible one. 
 
    To distract myself from the devilish whispers coming from the cursed box of holy treasures, I investigated the Residence Management menu. I was curious about the prices of upgrades and the purchases I could make with either available currency, instead of permits. 
 
    And, as I expected, it was anything but cheap and affordable. Yeah, the furniture and a lot of minor stuff could be purchased even with my world’s money, but the more specialized things were offered only in D-Dollars. That included expansions, of course. 
 
    The cost of adding a five-by-five-square-meter block of space to my apartment was a thousand D$. This only raised the value of the permits in my eyes, which could spawn entire rooms with equipment pre-installed.  
 
    This was not just pay-to-win, but even a grindfest.  
 
    My life really had turned into a game. 
 
    For now, I pushed thoughts of expanding my little nest off to the side, and returned to exploring the other menus. I dropped a decently-sized storage chest with multiple compartments into the shopping cart to store our spoils in for 150 D$. Since it would later be moved into the storage room, I saw it as a fine investment. 
 
    While fiddling with my phone, I found an option to enable Detailed Descriptions in some of the settings. Pushed forth by curiosity, I revisited almost every function and piece of the System after ticking the checkbox. 
 
    And, boy was I was glad that I had. The most crucial change—for me, at least—was the appearance of additional information on skills and abilities. I shouldn’t have to stress how valuable and important it was for the player to see which attributes served as primary and secondary for the scaling of associated skills. That was exactly what had been added through the switched feature. 
 
    Speaking of which, my Skills & Abilities now looked like this, starting with General. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    GENERAL 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Dismantling (F) 
 
    Mapping (F) 
 
    Mental Fortitude (F) 
 
    Battle Sense (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    I could tap on each of the skills and bring out their full description, which now included an additional, short section mentioning the enabled scaling. 
 
    For example, Dismantling scaled off Agility first, then Wisdom. Mapping was Intelligence and Agility. Mental Fortitude was Constitution and Intelligence. And, Battle Sense didn’t have a primary and secondary scaling attribute at all.  
 
    Maybe there existed a Sense stat, but if there was, you had to unlock it, first. Or, perhaps Battle Sense would appear in both General and Class-Related tabs, depending on the Class, but scaled off the unique attributes belonging to that Class. 
 
    Anyway, all of them, of course, would grow with increased efficiency and mastery coming from using them. But, knowing which attributes supported some of the abilities was a huge advantage. 
 
    As for my Class-Related abilities, there were a few. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CLASS-RELATED 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Command (F) 
 
    Encourage (F) 
 
    Transfer Lifeforce (F) 
 
    Transfer Spirit (F) 
 
    Master-Subordinate Thought Communication (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    To be honest, seeing all those F’s hurt a little, especially knowing that my old character had quite a few A and S-rank skills. But, they would be going up soon enough. Some of them would, at least. 
 
    Checking my currently available abilities revealed their primary and secondary attributes too. For Command, it was both Class-Related ones—Charisma and Leadership. For Encourage, it was Charisma and Wisdom. Both transfer abilities were based on Intelligence and Leadership. And finally, Thought Communication was Intelligence and Leadership. 
 
    With just this revelation, it was obvious that the normal min-maxing practice of dumping all your points into a single attribute wasn’t the way to go about this, especially now that it no longer was a game. Well, maybe it was closer to a death game than real life, actually. Technically, you could still respawn after your demise. 
 
    My wrist buzzed and I realized an hour had flown by. Time was merciless when you were having fun. Since Aisha’s five more minutes had passed quite a few times over, I decided to rouse my drakan companion from sleep by gently combing my fingers through her marvelous red locks. 
 
    Soon, Aisha took a deep breath and raised her head a little, resting her chin on my chest and opening her eyes. 
 
    “Good morning again.” I smiled at her. 
 
    “You agreed to five more minutes…” she said groggily. 
 
    “It pains me to inform you that sixty passed.” 
 
    She groaned in dissatisfaction and sat up, stretching her arms up overhead right on top of me. This gave me a marvelous chance to admire the amazing view right in front of my face as her toned abs tensed a little from the activity. Her scales were unimaginably fascinating. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Her unexpected words of gratitude made me glance up at Aisha’s face. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Letting me nap on you for a little longer. It felt really nice.” 
 
    I chuckled and sat up too. She quickly slid off of me onto her side of the bed.  
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “Happy you didn’t take the floor now?” she asked, a faint smirk tugging at the corners of her lips. 
 
    “Very.” I smiled back. “Coffee? Tea? Breakfast should be here in less than half an hour.” 
 
    “I would like to taste the tea of this world, if I may.” 
 
    With a wink, I jumped off the bed and went to the kitchen to set the kettle on as Aisha headed to the toilet. While she took care of her morning ablutions, I checked to see if everything I had done on my phone was mirrored on my PC. I confirmed that it thankfully was.  
 
    I finalized my order in the shopping cart and the doorbell rang. The box was much bigger this time and I could barely drag it inside into the middle of the apartment. No wonder, it had quite a bit of stuff packed inside. 
 
    Aisha walked out of the bathroom, the noise of the toilet flushing echoing softly behind her. “That’s big. What did you buy?” 
 
    I silently cut the box open and fetched something from inside, standing up. 
 
    “Here.” I held a small, stylized, glass vial out to her. 
 
    Aisha accepted it with a bright smile. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    She gave me a little bow and trotted back into the bathroom. I got a warm fuzzy feeling inside. It wasn’t the first time I’d gotten someone a gift—or bought a gift for a girl, specifically—but this was somehow different from the usual. It was as if I truly sensed her gratitude and appreciation. That hadn’t really happened with my ex. 
 
    Well, some would argue the point about it being a gift, seeing as how I had bought a necessity for someone working for me. But it honestly felt like one, even though I hadn’t intended it as such. So, whatever. She was happy, I was happy, everyone was happy. 
 
    I made us some tea while she took care of herself. It must have been a complex or delicate process, because she only came out of the bathroom shortly before the delivery guy brought us breakfast. I noticed a faint sheen to the small, pretty, dark crimson scales decorating her skin here and there. 
 
    “What else did you buy?” Aisha asked as we sat down at the table in the dining area to enjoy our meal. 
 
    “Some gear for myself, consumables, and stuff for armor and weapon maintenance too.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll get to it immediately after eating. You can focus on your books.” 
 
    I shook my head with a wry smile. “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    “Your eyes constantly skip over this way, and while I am perfectly aware of my charms, I don’t think you are checking me out this often. Therefore, the box behind me must be the real cause.” 
 
    Her statement made me chuckle openly. We were both still in just our underwear, somehow feeling pretty comfortable, so I had as many chances to admire her as I wanted. I wondered how it must feel like having the guy in front of you almost ignore you completely in favor of some book while you sat there in black, sexy, sports lingerie. 
 
    I took Aisha up on her offer and dove straight into the smaller package when we were done eating. She moved the bigger one with much less trouble than I had, and got to checking out the results of my little shopping trip. 
 
    The Mana Control grimoire had a thick, blue cover. The tome was heavy, although not that massive. I was both a little happy and disappointed to learn that I didn’t receive the skill or knowledge by simply touching it and agreeing to some prompt, like in the game. No, it seemed I had to study it and practice what it taught, more or less. 
 
    Thus, I immersed myself in reading. Thankfully, though written with ancient-looking penmanship, it was in English. The contents expanded on the theory that I knew from the game, while adding some practical applications to it. It took me just over an hour before I was ready to begin the first tests. 
 
    And, as in most cases like this, I had to feel the mana inside me first. According to the lore of the game—and most likely this whole universe—every being had a spiritual center somewhere in their physical or spiritual bodies, which varied, depending on the creature. 
 
    For most humanoids and beasts of flesh, it was located near to the heart, often in the form of a ring invisible to the naked eye. It was called a Phantom Ring or Soul Band. Condensed spiritual energy, also known as mana, circled that spiritual center, gathered from the whole body. 
 
    I moved to the exercises suggested by the grimoire. Most of them involved the book itself; it wasn’t just a guide, but a magic trinket itself. With the tome in my lap, I sat in a cross-legged position and attempted to meditate. 
 
    Various different approaches popped up in my mind and I tried whatever methods I could think of, be it mentioned explicitly in the grimoire, or random theories and practices from fantasy stories found on Earth. I was sure some of it had been inspired by actual magic and the paranormal stuff that I was thrilled to learn did, in fact, exist. 
 
    After fifteen minutes, I succeeded. No big explosions, no grand revelations, I just began to sense the weird feeling that something was circling my heart. I focused my all on grasping it and remembering the sensation as clearly as possible. This was just the first step. 
 
    I needed half an hour more before I was able to interact with that energy consciously. I followed the next suggestions of the grimoire and forced the mana to circulate through my body.  
 
    It was extremely hard to do at first. It felt kind of like dragging a long pole through a dirty pool. After a few rounds, the resistance cleared up a bit and it became a bit easier. I kept practicing like that until I was confident I could reach out and grasp my mana with a decent level of success. 
 
    And, sure enough, once I opened my eyes and exhaled heavily, both my devices buzzed. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You have succeeded in sensing your Soul Band and cycling your mana through your organs and limbs. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Mana Control (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    A smile snuck onto my lips. The satisfaction was real. I had truly managed to learn a skill all by myself. With the help of the grimoire, of course. I had been more than a little worried, anxious that my first big purchase would be a complete failure, but rays of hope shone on my plans. 
 
    “Congratulations.” Aisha’s voice came from beside me. 
 
    “Thank you. How long was I out?” 
 
    “Only a bit over an hour. It’s incredible. You really are something.” 
 
    “Thanks again. I try to do my best. How are things on your side?” I glanced behind me at the neatly arranged pieces of equipment. 
 
    “Maintenance is done. I was just sitting here watching you. It’s quite captivating, I must admit.” 
 
    I smiled. “I would have thought you’d say boring, instead. I’ll work on Telekinesis next, if you don’t mind. You can have some fun with the Hub and the shops, if you would like.” 
 
    Aisha nodded. “Good idea. I need more experience wielding that… mouse. And the keyboard. I’ll look around for things I might need in the near future.” 
 
    “Just don’t become a keyboard warrior,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    She raised a brow at me and I waved a hand dismissively. Glancing down, I thanked my past self for not getting dressed and staying in my underwear. I was sweaty as fuck. All that mental practice had quite an effect on my body. I could drown someone in all that sweat. 
 
    While Aisha had her fun with my PC, I put all my focus into learning Telekinesis, just about as excited as I could be. I could very well be a little boy grabbing a long-dreamed about toy he had received as a Christmas gift, unable to hold in his excitement and joy. 
 
    Again, all the movies, books, games, and other forms of entertainment I’d consumed with telekinesis in them gave me a huge head start. Countless pages of the grimoire were filled with different explanations of the nature of Telekinesis, in order to help the reader grasp the concept. 
 
    Me? I knew almost perfectly what it was, even before I had opened the tome. The game’s spell lore and the aforementioned types of media had prepared me well. 
 
    Telekinesis was above all, about two things. One, taking control of mana present in the air, either existing there naturally or through leaking out of the user’s reserves. And two, using that controlled force to affect a designated target. 
 
    Many variables influenced the resulting equation. But, the most important of which were volume and distance. The lower the user’s proficiency, the more effort they had to put into it to lift even the lightest of things, and the more mana was required. The same went for how far their exercise over the controlled cloud of mana extended, before remote control of the target was lost. 
 
    So, with all the concepts like wireless devices and various phenomena in the field of physics, it didn’t take me even half an hour before I was able to lift a sheet of paper up into the air, which was immediately followed by the familiar buzzing. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Your vast knowledge and understanding allowed you to quickly grasp the inner workings of a basic spell. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Telekinesis (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    After glancing at the holographic notification projected by my smartwatch, I turned it off and played with my new power a bit more. The smile never left my face. I was sure I looked like a grinning idiot to Aisha, but I was too caught up in my little achievement to care. 
 
    Five minutes later, I exhaled heavily and stopped. It was just a few sheets of paper I’d managed to hold aloft, but I could feel my mana reserves gradually dwindling under the effects of the spell. I wondered how many times I would empty myself completely before I gained the mastery necessary to choke a Kobold in the air. 
 
    “I don’t consider myself normally interested in the details of the magical side of things, but I have to say, you are making me question the validity of my previous views. Watching you is so fascinating.” 
 
    I chuckled at Aisha’s comment. She looked down at me from the desk chair, a soft smile decorating her lips. I felt horrible, though. At this point, I was so sweaty I must have looked like I had just crawled out of a pool. The wooden floor around me was sticky with dried sweat. 
 
    “If you get this sweaty practicing any form of magic and exercising magical abilities, I can see how this might be appealing to a Berserker.” I smirked at her a little. 
 
    “Hur-hur.” Aisha rolled her eyes, but I could see the smile pulling her dainty lips up into a bow. 
 
    I was starting to really enjoy talking back to her. 
 
    “Alright. Let me jump under the shower and wipe off the floor, and then we can get some more experience in the Dungeon. I definitely need it. Practice makes perfect.” 
 
    Aisha nodded. “I agree. We can take our time with it, though. A few days are more than enough to finish the Tutorial Dungeon, and we still have thirteen left. We could spend the rest of the week turning you into a real adventurer.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, boss. Don’t go easy on me.” 
 
    We chuckled together and I grabbed a towel before heading into the bathroom. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9
Not a Single Moment Wasted 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After taking a quick shower, I found Aisha already geared up in her reinforced leather armor, polishing her massive axe. She looked completely badass in it. And, at the same time, no less sexy. Quite a bit of her skin was left exposed, due to the low amount of protective cover provided, but she had insisted that she valued the mobility of such armors when I’d asked her about it. 
 
    Well, at least her gear wasn’t on the level of the fabled female fantasy armored bikini, covering hardly more than a woman’s privates while magically protecting the wearer. I really hoped such a thing didn’t exist, but knew that was a fool’s belief, as I was sure some horny but incredibly talented artisan had crafted such a thing. 
 
    Nevertheless, I started dressing up too. I didn’t really need it, but Aisha helped me properly fit the pieces of armor I had purchased for myself. We finished much quicker working together, and everything clung to me snugly. Thankfully, it wasn’t heavy or an impediment to my range of motions. 
 
    “At least you won’t be out of action if something brushes over your thigh.” She smiled at me impishly once we were done. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Humans squishy, drakan overlords superior.” 
 
    She chuckled softly. “I didn’t mean it like that, but we are noticeably tougher than humans, and I do have a higher Constitution.” 
 
    “I’m just jesting. Racial advantages and perks are great. I wish I had Darkvision, like you.” 
 
    “That would certainly make things easier but we’ll manage,” she agreed. “Ready to go?” 
 
    Before responding with an affirmative, I moved to the waist-high storage chest Aisha had set up in the corner of the bedroom, next to the bathroom wall and not that far from the bed. 
 
    Lifting the heavy wooden lid, I found many small, rectangular pockets of various sizes spread along the sides of the chest, upheld by metal hinges. Other compartments and segments filled the interior of the chest. It looked like a master artisanal workshop box, with tens of little shelves that appeared when one opened it.  
 
    Very cool. 
 
    Without wasting time, I grabbed a few things from the chest and shoved them into my backpack. Then, after carefully closing the wooden chest, I picked up the small buckler, attached it to my left bracer, and slid the mace through a ring on my belt. 
 
    “More than ever,” I finally replied. 
 
    “At least you look the part now. Not exactly like an Overlord, but each to their own, I guess.” 
 
    I raised a brow at her as we walked to the door. “And how do Overlords look?” 
 
    “Based on the few I met, they love wielding big, two-handed swords, and wear fancy metal armor with massive, stylized pauldrons, and a long cape. Two out of the three I met had horned helmets.” 
 
    “So much edginess…” I shivered a little. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Nothing. I can see now how I look closer to some Warrior derivative or a Paladin wannabe.” 
 
    “Honestly, I hate Paladins. They all act like they have an iron stick up their butt. I’ve met only two of them, but still, I didn’t stumble on anyone else who followed rules and guidelines so tenaciously. Forcing them to agree to a change in plans is plain impossible.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sounds like a pain. I’ll try my best not to be like them. Not sure if I’ll be like the Overlords you met, either, though.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just be yourself, I guess. So far, it seems to be working for you.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s bring the chatter down to a minimum,” I suggested as we moved cautiously beyond the few first tunnel intersections. 
 
    ~We always have this, too,~ I added in my mind, mentally willing the thought to reach my companion. 
 
    Aisha flinched and turned to look my way with wide eyes. 
 
    “Did you just…?” 
 
    “I did show you my skills before. Have you already forgotten them?” I smiled sweetly at her. 
 
    “Ah. Right. You had that. You hadn’t used it yet, so it escaped my mind.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Better late than never. Try doing the same. Just imagine speaking to me in your head and willing the thought to reach me.” 
 
    “You seem unusually experienced with a lot of new things. I had to figure out many of my abilities at a much slower pace,” Aisha admitted. 
 
    ~I had another ‘tutorial’ beside the Tutorial Dungeon to thank for that,~ I replied mentally. 
 
    Aisha turned her face to the front again and I could see her trying to focus on saying something back. It looked like we would have to work on that a bit, as it didn’t seem to come as easily for the Berserker. 
 
    ~Hello?~ Her voice suddenly echoed in my head. 
 
    ~Oh. You did it.~ 
 
    I heard an audible snort.  
 
    ~Of course I did. I’m not a child.~ 
 
    ~Try to include additional noises and expressions here too, and I’ll agree you succeeded,~ I teased. 
 
    For the next few minutes, Aisha avoided glancing my way.  
 
    Someone was getting a little embarrassed. How cute. 
 
    She led us through the caverns with her draconic dark vision while I kept the light of my flashlight at its lowest setting, just enough for me to be able to map our path and not trip over a random piece of rock. We were on the hunt this time, for both experience and materials. 
 
    Soon, we stumbled on our first prey—a single, green-scaled Kobold. This color seemed to be popular amongst them. Maybe they all belonged to the same tribe or something. That, or they were all born like this in this Dungeon. I shouldn’t assume these Kobolds were exactly the same as the free ones. 
 
    They surely loved to wander these tunnels, which was perfect for us. 
 
    I was sent to deal with the hatchet-wielding reptilian on my own. With the buckler as part of my arsenal, my range of moves increased substantially. I used our little friend to get the hang of using it, and experienced for the first time how it felt to block an attack with one’s shield. 
 
    The Kobold was ferocious, but I managed to deal with it without Aisha’s help, smashing its kneecap with my mace when it overextended a little, following that strike up with a smack to the side of its head. Maces might be crude, but they were damn effective. 
 
    Harvesting duty fell on me, too, so I dug out its nucleus and harvested its claws, leaving the hatchet aside for now. Aisha might have higher proficiency in harvesting, but it would most likely be my responsibility in the future, while she kept watch, so I had to work on raising it. 
 
    Next, we came upon a trio after noticing the echoing sound of something hard hitting stone. Two of the short, scaly people were excavating part of the wall, which looked to be made of some type of mineral, while the last one collected the chunks and fragments into a sewn, heavily patched, linen bag. 
 
    ~Huh. Darksteel Ore. What a lucky find in a Tutorial Dungeon,~ Aisha commented mentally as we observed the Kobolds. 
 
    Well, she was the only one who could see what they were mining, as I’d had to turn off the flashlight and could barely make out three faint shapes against the cavern’s wall. It still surprised me that we weren’t in pitch black darkness, but I guessed it was magic again, or maybe something in the makeup of the Dungeon’s walls. 
 
    ~Thankfully, they won’t have the means to smelt it down and turn it into equipment. It would be troublesome, otherwise,~ I replied. 
 
    ~You know about Darksteel?~ 
 
    ~Of course. I know about most of the stuff. Anyway, how should we approach this fight?~ 
 
    Aisha reaffirmed the grip on her axe. ~I should show you some of my abilities in action. Let me handle it. You can surprise them with that flashlight of yours.~ 
 
    I agreed and left it to her, preparing myself to back her up, just in case things went south. 
 
    The Berserker stepped into the open and immediately rushed at the three Kobolds mining the Darksteel Ore. They obviously noticed the sound of her heavy, running footsteps, but hadn’t expected the bright explosion of light I shone directly in their scaly faces, stunning them for a moment. 
 
    But that moment was enough for my drakan companion to cover the required distance for what she was aiming to do. 
 
    Coming to a stop, Aisha transferred her momentum into a horizontal swing of her greataxe, which had gained a crimson aura around its blade shortly before the action started. She sliced the air with a quiet grunt, sending a sharp arc of red mana out towards the group of enemies. 
 
    After traveling a few meters, the red energy cleaved through the defenseless Kobolds, dematerializing shortly after passing through them and before hitting the wall. With some interesting splats and crunches, the cut-down bodies dropped to the ground, their split, rusted, iron equipment falling out of nerveless, open hands. 
 
    I walked up to Aisha, and we approached the pile of Kobold parts together. 
 
    “Sunder. Looks powerful. Did you calculate the distance to avoid hitting the wall?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I’ve used it so many times, I can instinctively tell when my target is in range,” she explained. “Although, I almost launched it too early, forgetting I was back at Level 1 and still F-rank. But, I managed to salvage it in time. At my current level, I can use it five more times before running out of mana.” 
 
    “So, you got quite lucky back there. Still, that was some serious badassery,” I congratulated her. “Amazing.” 
 
    We arrived at the aftermath of Aisha’s skill, and I picked up a lump of Darksteel Ore. 
 
    “It’s kind of pointless for them to excavate it,” I said, rotating the lump of rock and metal in my fingers. 
 
    “It’s black and shiny. Kobolds love shiny stuff and will collect it no matter what. They protected the lairs and vaults of Dragons in ancient times. This behavior is deeply engraved in their very being,” Aisha explained. 
 
    “And that means they might be sitting on a whole pile of this stuff, making it not really worth the effort for us to swing the pickaxes ourselves. Not like this mineral should be terribly expensive, but each easy D-Dollar is worth taking.” 
 
    “I agree. I’m glad your first thought wasn’t to immediately excavate it. Honestly, I almost got the feeling it might have been, but I’m still trying to get a grasp on how you think.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Efficiency first. Why should I tire you out needlessly, when they can gather it for us? Now, if this was Orichalcum, Mithril, or stuff like that, I would have most likely suggested stopping by here on our way back to pick up as much of it as we could. Unless you would have been completely against it. Efficiency first, but people foremost.” 
 
    She smiled softly. “Doesn’t that mean these are equal?” 
 
    “Technically, yes, but I like to think the latter matters a bit more, depending on the situation.” I gave her a wink. 
 
    I quickly harvested the two nuclei—the third one had been, unfortunately, shattered, and it would be a pain to separate its jagged pieces from the cold, Kobold flesh—and the talons. Marking this spot with a symbol I thought looked like a piece of ore on my map, I made sure we wouldn’t forget about it. Then we continued on our way. 
 
    We explored the tunnels for two more hours, stumbling on a Kobold or two every now and again. Aisha let me handle the singles, saying that I wasn’t yet ready to properly tackle two, and I had no reason to argue with her. She was my instructor, and I both trusted and respected her judgment. 
 
    The further from the apartment we traveled, the more dead ends we found. My scribbles were starting to resemble an actual map, as accurate as my skill allowed. And by that, I meant my actual drawing ability, not the System-based skill. 
 
    The compass in my phone worked properly and the mapped routes allowed me to deduce that we were somewhere along the north-eastern edge of this cave system, more or less. A lot of corridors ended at roughly the same distance from the center, which we had yet to find. 
 
    It felt like the door to my apartment was located not that far from it. But, that was just our impression when looking at the partially filled map. It seemed like the entrance wouldn’t always be somewhere on the edge as I had first assumed. 
 
    We stopped for a brief break to snack on some provisions, get a sip of water, and talk through the past few encounters. I opened a small can of cola to resupply some sweet sugar. I didn’t consume carbonated drinks all that often, but this was a good moment. 
 
    Aisha got a little curious about it, so I passed it to her for a few gulps. Her eyes widened as she choked a bit, gulping it down like water at first. Laughing a little, I explained how best to enjoy it and she admitted she liked the drink a lot, after squinting her eyes at me for a while, though. 
 
    Rested, we donned our war faces again and headed out for more slaughter. I might have been a bit more sympathetic to these Kobolds’ plight, if only they weren’t born from the Void, with their only purpose being pretty much to spread destruction and chaos after getting out of this Dungeon. 
 
    By no means did I see them as mere NPCs or anything like that. They were still living creatures to me. But, in the end, it was us or them, and I really had to steel myself to avoid hesitating as much as possible. Having someone experienced in this by my side helped a lot. 
 
    ~Are you nervous?~ Aisha’s mental question brought me back from chasing my own thoughts. 
 
    ~Hm? Why?~ 
 
    ~You’ve been juggling that stone in your hand since the moment we left your home.~ 
 
    I stopped the aforementioned activity. I had, in fact, been throwing a small rock up and down almost continuously, as quietly as possible, of course. I chuckled mentally so as not to alert a possible hiding enemy. 
 
    ~I’m practicing,~ I answered. 
 
    ~Practicing what?~ 
 
    ~Telekinesis.~ 
 
    I could literally sense the frown on her face. Before Aisha decided to ask how, I explained. 
 
    ~This stone is heavier than what I can make float at my current level. Since a sheet of paper or a light pencil would be inconvenient, I’m throwing this piece of rock up and slowing its fall with mana through Telekinesis. Slowly but surely, my proficiency rises.~ 
 
    To demonstrate the results of my training, I threw the stone up, and let it fall naturally into my palm. Then, I repeated the motion but used Telekinesis after it reached the highest point. The little rock descended about half as fast as it had done earlier. 
 
    Aisha stared at me with a blank face. 
 
    ~Are you a genius?~ 
 
    I chuckled mentally. ~Why, thank you. I don’t consider myself one, though. I’m far from it.~ 
 
    ~I honestly thought it was just a nervous tick or something,~ she admitted. ~I would never have thought you were practicing all this time. Every little thing you do further amazes me. Many Wizards would envy your dedication, not to mention your wits.~ 
 
    ~I like efficiency.~ 
 
    ~I’ve noticed. I’ll say it again, you really are something else.~ 
 
    What else could I say? Finding the most efficient and smart ways to raise one’s skills was not all that uncommon amongst lots of gamers. It often boiled down to abusing loopholes or glitches, but I didn’t know if any of those existed in real life. 
 
    I hadn't exactly been a glitch abuser in Dungeon Cleaners anyway. I did min-max in a lot of fields, though. Hours of research and experimentation produced the best approach and solution to many problems. How else could I not have lost a single allied NPC until the very last fight?  
 
    Berg didn’t count. Even J had admitted that his action was above anything they’d expected from the programmed bit of code. 
 
    Aisha paused, and so did I, tucking Rocky into my pocket. 
 
    Yeah, I had named my pet rock Rocky. I always found things like that cringeworthy and silly, but I couldn’t help myself, for some reason. 
 
    ~Six of them, huh?~ I conveyed my question mentally to Aisha. 
 
    A small group of Kobolds sat around a fire pit near the wall of one of the bigger chambers. They were grilling lizards or some similar creatures over a bunch of glowing red stones. One of them fanned the fiery rocks with a crude, half-destroyed wooden shield, bringing some weak flames out of them. 
 
    ~How did they start a fire without wood?~ Aisha wondered. 
 
    ~That’s Sparkstone. A bastard son of coal and splinter. It can ignite all by itself when struck hard enough, or with some decent, continuous friction,~ I explained. 
 
    ~Huh. And who is teaching whom, now?~ 
 
    I chuckled mentally. ~You give me something, I give you something back. We learn something new every day, for our whole lives.~ 
 
    ~I’ll give you some excitement, then.~ She winked at me. ~Go for two. I’ll keep the others busy. Don’t worry, I’m not getting overconfident.~ 
 
    I nodded. ~Alright. I trust you.~ 
 
    Placing my flashlight and backpack down quietly, I prepared myself mentally for the upcoming brawl. With a nod to Aisha, we rushed at the pack of Kobolds. I could have utilized the light again, but these six were already accustomed to the brightness of a fire, and it wouldn’t have done much besides giving away our position. 
 
    Aisha zoomed past me as we both sprinted forward. She was that much faster and agile. Even with the heavy-looking greataxe in her hand, she moved with the finesse and fierce pride of an apex predator. 
 
    Since the enemies this time weren’t all turned away from us, one of them noticed us before we got too close and warned the others. They started snatching up their weapons from the ground. There was a single shield amongst the six of them—the splintered one. 
 
    Still, Aisha’s Sunder managed to quickly take one opponent out of the fight, due to death through decapitation, and maimed a second one, cutting off its right arm at the shoulder. Pained yips and hisses filled the cavern. 
 
    With a mighty, horizontal swing from the other side after using Sunder, Aisha smacked a group of three Kobolds back with the flat of her axe, catching one of them between her axe and its shaft, just like she had done yesterday, dragging it along with her into the one-armed Kobold. 
 
    I quickly picked up on the hint and darted to the fallen duo as they struggled back up to their feet. A spear and a club with a broken shield faced me. They hissed and growled furiously at me. 
 
    “Come on. Show me what you got,” I taunted, smacking my buckler with my mace. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if they had understood my language, but they clearly comprehended my intent.  
 
    The spearman jabbed at me first, but I took the pathetic strike on my buckler, batting the spear to one side. In concert with its friend, the clubber lunged at me from the other side. 
 
    Our weapons clashed as I blocked its vertical swing with my mace. The hilt was padded much better than the crude sword I’d swung yesterday, but I still felt the impact travel up my arm. These little fuckers swung with everything they had, even jumping into the air to hit heavier. 
 
    With a flick of my wrist, I pushed its club out of the way and danced around the two monsters, keeping them more or less in front of me. I couldn’t let them split apart and attack from both flanks at the same time. That was a rookie mistake. 
 
    They must have noticed what I was doing, because the spear user started frantically stabbing and swinging at me, trying to keep my attention on itself, to give its partner a chance to circle around behind me. I utilized my shield to push in under its guard and kept rotating us so as to always keep one eye on the other guy. 
 
    It struggled with its spear to fight me in close quarters, giving me a few small bruises on my legs or arms, but received quite a few strong hits from my mace for its troubles. My strikes were much more impactful than its own weak attacks. 
 
    But, I had to finish this soon, as quickly as possible. My body could keep up, but only for a while. I was already a bit winded—though I felt much different from the me from before I’d been recruited. I was perhaps a bit stronger and tired a bit slower than before, but not by much. Soon enough, I would make a mistake with my untrained body. 
 
    The clubber threw away its hopes for a good flank and joined the fray. The two of them assaulted me pretty much from the front, forcing me to defend myself. I could get more aggressive, but I preferred to play it safe, avoiding the risk of unnecessary wounds. 
 
    I waited for an opportune chance to strike, and it soon appeared. The club wielder managed to push my buckler a bit to the side, causing me to take a step back to retain my balance. Its friend immediately started preparing a tail swipe. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, I was ready to cash in on that. 
 
    Acting as If I had failed to keep my balance, I swayed a little further to the back. The club wielder took the bait and came forward with a follow-up to its previous attack. I was ready for it, though, and quickly swung my buckler into the advancing Kobold, locking us up shield to shield, which I used to rotate my body to the side. 
 
    That caused it to lose its balance as it went past me, and it stumbled into the range of the tail swipe of its partner. As expected, it fell to the ground with a miserable yip, and I hastily brought my mace down right onto its forehead with both hands.  
 
    A sickening crunch followed. 
 
    The swiper finished turning around in time to see me crush its friend’s head, but I didn’t give it time to react and swung my weapon up in an uppercut. A trail of blood followed the head of the mace, which smashed into the Kobold’s snout from underneath, knocking it off its feet. 
 
    I followed after it, jumping onto the short creature and pinning it to the ground with my knee. Bringing my mace up and down again, I crushed its skull, too, finishing my fight. 
 
    Two enemies down. 
 
    I tried to calm my labored wheezing and checked on Aisha. She stood proudly over the mutilated corpses of her enemies, splattered only a little by their blood. They hadn’t stood a chance against her heavy axe. 
 
    She opened her mouth, most likely to compliment me, but I noticed movement on the ground behind her. She was facing me, with the four supposed corpses behind her. Except one of them stirred. 
 
    “Jump!” I shouted, my voice filled with intent. 
 
    I felt a sudden decrease in my mana and Aisha jumped, before she fully registered my words. An awkward swing of a wobbly sword passed beneath her feet.  
 
    She quickly spun around after landing and slammed her axe into the still-breathing Kobold. 
 
    “That was rather incompetent of me. I apologize.” She gave me a wry smile. 
 
    “Happens.” I shrugged my shoulders, still struggling to bring my breathing under control. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked, walking closer. 
 
    “Most likely my Command. I’m glad it worked, even if all you would have received was a shallow cut.” 
 
    She nodded. “Thanks. My body pretty much moved on its own, even before I intended it to. A very useful skill to quicken one’s reaction speed.” 
 
    “I would like to see how much force is in it, later. Now, though, I need to check my wrist before it falls off from all the buzzing.” 
 
    It seemed there were a whole bunch of notifications. And I meant a lot. 
 
    This would be fun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10
Level Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We made sure that the sounds of battle hadn’t attracted more Kobolds, waiting quietly for several minutes while focusing on listening to our surroundings. When it looked like nothing was coming our way, we moved closer to the wall by the campfire and sat down side-by-side. 
 
    I pulled up my watch to let Aisha see the notifications too. Soon, the hologram materialized. And, damn. It was a lengthy one. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    After receiving brief guidance, you have shown great effort to efficiently wield your weapons, smartly overpowering your enemies. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Mace Proficiency (F) 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Buckler Proficiency (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “That was pretty much expected,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yeah. You’ve been doing pretty well with these,” Aisha commented. “The only downside to this is having your General Skills tab cluttered with a myriad of proficiencies you aren’t really going to make use of soon. Unless you plan on sticking to maces and bucklers.” 
 
    I sighed. “You are right. But, better more skills than less. And, after you get more than three proficiencies, you can bundle them up, actually. I think it was Weapon Proficiencies and Armor Proficiencies?” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know that. But, it’s not like I ever had more than two. I used greatswords for a bit. I guess I didn’t reach a high enough proficiency for it to carry over after my death.” 
 
    Shrugging, I scrolled down through the notifications. “Not sure if it works the same in real life. We’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Over the course of your recent battles, you have displayed a commendable focus and sense of battle, using your opponent’s moves to your own benefit. 
 
    Battle Sense (F) -> Battle Sense (E) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “That was pretty quick.” I raised a brow after reading the text. 
 
    “Not really. The first rank-up often happens even on the very first delve. Congratulations, nevertheless. Your first E.” 
 
    “I’d hoped to get Telekinesis to E already, but I guess it’s harder to rank up. Or maybe the threshold is greater. Anyway, thanks. Let’s see…” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Through defeating monsters and partaking in other activities, you have gathered enough experience to strengthen yourself. 
 
    Level 1 -> Level 2 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 5 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “That too was coming at any time.” Aisha smiled. “I’m surprised I didn’t level up before you did, though. I slew more enemies than you, and that gives the most experience. Or did you already skip past it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t. I checked our statuses regularly. But…” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    As you push through adversity together, your Subordinate has gathered enough experience to strengthen themselves. 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre: Level 1 -> Level 2 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 5 
 
    New Class-Related Skill Learned: Ground Pound (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Looks like we leveled-up more or less at the same time. That’s rare.” My drakan companion rubbed her chin. “I even got a new skill already. Judging by its name, I think your Command from earlier influenced its acquisition.” 
 
    I did the same. “So, you can get additional skills not just from the static unlocks at certain levels, huh.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s the same as with the General Skills. You can earn one by doing something close to the original. Of course, even replicating the skill perfectly doesn’t guarantee you will get it added to your list. Proficiency is the key.” 
 
    “Then you must be quite proficient at jumping.” I chuckled. 
 
    Aisha rolled her eyes with a soft smile. “It’s just a theory, but I think my past experience is showing. I did use Ground Pound during my first run quite a bit. I actually combined it with a lunge ability, making them my go-to gap-closing moves. That’s probably why the jump triggered it.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s good to know. You might be able to regain your previous skills at a faster rate than normal. As for the mutual level up, I’d wondered about the wording of something and now I’m inclined to believe I was on the right track.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “My Overlord Class says something about growing stronger through overcoming adversity together. It’s just a blind guess, but I think our experience is shared. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that is the case.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Aisha pondered for a moment. “Wouldn’t that mean the more Subordinates you get, the slower the process will be?” 
 
    “Technically, yes, but let me just…” 
 
    I brought out my smartphone and navigated to the Subordinate Management section. After glancing through the menus there, and over Aisha’s avatar, I spotted what I was looking for. 
 
    “It’s as I thought. I can decide on the party’s split of experience after we enter a Dungeon. I could even exclude you completely, having all the experience transferred to me.” 
 
    “Oi. That’s cheating.” Aisha huffed, crossing her arms under her chest. 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s called getting carried. Or riding a bus. I wonder if I can send you out alone and still reap the benefits of your work.” 
 
    She squinted her eyes at me until I laughed again, hiding the smartphone back in my pocket, but leaving the split at the equal setting. 
 
    “Anyway, does the attribute point gain scale with level?” 
 
    “It does. You must know about it from that game of yours, right? Up to Level 5, you get five, then seven up to Level 10, then ten up to Level 15, and so on, with the number starting to increase much more at higher levels,” she explained. 
 
    “Seems to be about the same. I suggest we save our current points for now and discuss the distribution after returning to the apartment. Or is there a path you would already like to pursue?” 
 
    Aisha pondered for a moment, staring into the glowing stones in the campfire. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. I was a Blood-Crazy Berserker last time. It’s what I’m used to. But, I’ve learned that you know quite a bit about the System, so while part of me wants to regain my former glory, the other half is excited to see what you would come up with for me.” 
 
    I dismissed the notifications, hiding my smartwatch back under my sleeve. 
 
    “I don’t think Blood-Crazy is the best choice, honestly. But, that’s only because I keep team play in mind. For a solo player, it was a good pick. I pity those who partied with you, though.” 
 
    She chuckled and elbowed me in the side. “Hey! I wasn’t that bad! Most of the time…” 
 
    I laughed, too, and crouched before bending over to extend a hand to the drakan Berserker. She took it and we raised each other up off the ground. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get some more experience before the Kobolds start to realize something is wrong in the Dungeon.”  
 
    I gazed into Aisha’s deep crimson irises, and she looked back into my gray ones as I squeezed her hand.  
 
    “If you decide to entrust your progression to me, I promise that Tri-Class will be just the beginning of your journey.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at my statement. “Wait. You can get more than just one extra title?” 
 
    Chuckling, I patted her shoulder. “Oh, my dear Aisha. You are just like a little frog at the bottom of a well. There’s a whole world you know nothing of hidden beyond your current horizon. I, too, am on the path of regaining my former glory.” 
 
    “Your former glory? Then… How many—” 
 
    “Athena’s Chosen Heaven-Defying Tactician God of Unbreakable Will and Unyielding Spirit,” I answered with a wry smile, trying not to cringe. 
 
    These long-ass, multi-layered Class titles that you accumulated over countless advancements and other means were the main reason why normal people practically never used more than the core parts, like Tactician God. Just reminiscing about seeing it fill my status menu in the game made me shudder. 
 
    I had to wait a little bit for Aisha to leave the stupor my words had thrown her into, and she blinked at me several times, mouth agape. Fortunately, she hadn’t noticed my inner turmoil. 
 
    “That’s like… what? Three? Four?” she mused. “And what’s with that chosen part?” 
 
    “Technically, it’s five. I’m not really sure if that beginning section is relevant to our situation, though. You could gain the favor of certain beings, gods, or powerful entities to support you in the game. I don’t even know if gods exist in the real world.” 
 
    “Athena… Athena… Ah. I remember.” Aisha kept tapping her lips while furrowing her brow until her forehead shot back up. “She belongs to one of the human pantheons, right? I think it was… graze… grize… grease…” 
 
    “Greece?” 
 
    “Yes! That one!” 
 
    It was my turn to be stupefied. “Do you mean to say… she is real?” 
 
    Aisha nodded enthusiastically. “Of course. I know of guilds and organizations run by gods, but I have never heard of anyone receiving their support to such an extent as for it to show up in their Class. You must have been really amazing in that game.” 
 
    “Uhhh… Yeah… You could say that…” I chuckled wryly, still trying to wrap my mind around the existence of mythological gods. 
 
    But, I guess I should stop getting surprised by such revelations. Over the span of a single day, I had changed from an office worker to a fantasy-like adventurer defeating monsters for the sake of the universe, hired by some unknown, almost almighty power. This shouldn’t have been such a big shocker. 
 
    “You said that the gods manage guilds, right?” Curious, I decided to dig into the topic a little. 
 
    “Some of the more powerful organizations, yes. Gods were always all about gathering followers, so it was only a matter of time before they started their own guilds. It usually works out quite well. They get recognition and their adventurers receive a lot of support in clearing the Dungeons.” 
 
    I began wondering if a god ran my company, and which one it was, if that was the case. 
 
    “Could you give me a few examples?” I asked. 
 
    Aisha squinted her eyes. “Hmmm… I’m not really too familiar with many of the gods but I guess… Ryujin is quite popular amongst drakan in my realm… I think beastkin often tend to turn to Inari… People also mentioned Raijin or Tsukuyomi… A dwarf Defender I once partied with in the Dungeon always talked about how Tyr and Ares can’t stop one-upping each other…” 
 
    You didn’t have to be a history major to recognize most of those names. Even if I had known nothing of Japanese mythos, which wasn’t exactly true, just the spelling betrayed the origins of those gods. And another Greek deity, Ares, was pretty self-explanatory, though the Norse god Tyr might be unfamiliar to most folks. 
 
    “Alright. Looks like I’ll have to check some lists on the web after we get back to refresh my memory. I can safely assume that most of the historical pantheons that humans know of, aren’t exactly just history. I wonder how their influence spanned over multiple realms, but let’s leave that a problem for later. Thanks.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” Aisha gave me a warm smile. “And, I might have an idea or two about that. But, as you said, we’ll leave that for later.” 
 
    We nodded at each other and quickly harvested the spoils from the deceased Kobolds. After this short break to catch our breath, we continued exploring the caves and searched for more enemies. 
 
    As we had decided earlier, we wanted to use the Tutorial Dungeon according to its intended purpose and gain as much actual fighting experience—not the System version—battling monsters. This would help me grow more accustomed to it, and for Aisha to get used to her body again. 
 
    For the next five days, our schedules stayed pretty much the same. We would wake up together—albeit a little reluctant to leave the covers and the pleasant warmth of each other—share breakfast bought through the D-Shop while discussing our performance from the day before, finish toiletries and daily maintenance, and dive straight back into the Dungeon to get more experience. 
 
    Of course, that wasn’t exactly all we were doing. I would sneak in my own training related to Mana Control and Telekinesis wherever possible. Additionally, Aisha started instructing me on how to properly handle my weapons, serving as my sparring partner every now and then. 
 
    Seriously, I was getting more bruises from her, than from the Kobolds. I could tell she only meant to help me, though, and I certainly appreciated her spending her own time to teach me. The gods knew I needed it. 
 
    Somewhere around the second or third day, we stopped caring about our position in bed.  
 
    At first, we’d fall asleep on our own sides, but often wake up entangled together in the morning. We soon dropped all pretenses and began dozing off in each other’s arms.  
 
    The big, strong Berserker was a real sucker for getting spooned, as I soon learned. And I would lie if I said that I didn’t enjoy falling asleep with a beautiful woman in my arms, my face buried in her soft, fragrant hair. 
 
    Although, her tail rubbing a certain place as we slept in that position wasn’t exactly… relaxing… at first… 
 
    It was now the seventh day since the Dungeon had opened, and we were just returning from our latest expedition. I kept staring at the complex map I had drawn over the past week. I was pretty sure we had uncovered most if not all of the outer areas of the Tutorial Dungeon. 
 
    We had avoided the center zones, for now, assuming that the baddest monsters resided there. The description in the Tasks menu mentioned Rare Monsters and Boss Monsters, but so far, we hadn’t stumbled on any deviations from the normal types of Kobolds. 
 
    “I think it’s time to tackle the inner sanctum,” Aisha said aloud as we neared the door to my apartment. “It’s getting harder to catch smaller groups, and almost impossible to find lone wanderers anymore. They’ve started getting wary.” 
 
    We walked side by side, each of us literally bathed in Kobold blood. As she had said, our encounters had switched to fights with multiple enemies a long time ago, relatively speaking, that is. I was getting better at fighting as many as three opponents at a time. My Battle Sense was already at rank D. 
 
    “So it seems,” I agreed, pocketing the map. “Let’s take our well-earned rest, spend the attribute points we decided to save up until now, and get ready to finish this. I don’t want to get too used to fighting only Kobolds. It can be detrimental in the long run.” 
 
    “True. The Tutorial Dungeon should be cleared quickly. The next ones usually have a slightly bigger variety of monsters inside. Although, single type Dungeons still pop up.” 
 
    Aisha opened the door and held it for me. She raised a brow as I passed her. 
 
    “Sushi?” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. “You damn sushi addict. I shouldn’t have shown it to you. How can you not get bored with it?” 
 
    She shrugged after closing the door behind us. “Drakans love fish. I could eat nothing else for my whole life. I’ve never tasted anything this great, though. To think I was missing out on soooooo much.” 
 
    I snickered again and waved a hand at her. “Fine, fine. I’ll order sushi again. Double portion for you.” 
 
    Aisha snuck a tiny peck on my bloodied cheek as she walked forward. “Brilliant.” 
 
    Seriously… 
 
    Following her, I set my backpack down next to the two storage chests and began unpacking it, shifting the items we’d harvested into the spacious containers. We hadn’t earned all that much from the poor Kobolds, but each D$ added up, and had great worth in the long run. 
 
    Standing up and looking around, I sighed. Bloody boot prints stained the wooden floor around the doorway, trailing into the middle of the apartment. It was bad, but at least it wasn’t as bad as days earlier. 
 
    I always made sure I learned from the mistakes I made, and all the little rugs and carpets had been rolled up and stored away after our first, truly gory return. Those things were impossible to get clean if the Kobold blood was absorbed into the material. In comparison, the floor required just a few swipes with a mop. 
 
    To not spread the unsavory decorations anywhere else, I quickly stripped out of my armor and clothes, leaving just a pair of shorts to stay decent, tossing the offending garments into a small pile. We would wash our gear together later, so as not to waste the precious detergent bought in the D-Shop. 
 
    Grabbing the notebook I had thrown onto the floor next to one of the chests, I brought it to my desk and lifted the lid of the simple scanner I had purchased three days ago. Pushing the PC's power button with my toe, I placed the scribbled map on the glass panel and tapped the button to scan it, dropping into the chair with a heavy sigh once the mechanical hum indicated that it was scanning. 
 
    Having an updated map on my PC was a godsend. We could discuss it together and draw on it as we talked without worrying about ruining the original. And I could transfer it to my phone or watch as a JPEG or PNG file, opening it in an image editing app on either when in the Dungeon too. 
 
    At some point, though we had noticed that I could continue drawing on the app, the more primitive approach was still superior. It was awkward with the smartwatch, and I risked dropping the phone in a critical situation if something happened and I needed to react quickly. I wasn’t worried about dropping paper and pen; I could smack the notebook onto the ground without any further repercussions. 
 
    I quickly threw our dinner into the shopping cart in the D-Shop and browsed both it and the D-Market for a while, checking to see if anything we had picked up had increased in value more than we expected. I didn’t have to use the tags Aisha had mentioned in the past. Everything in my room and storage containers was listed in the System, which was nice. 
 
    Leaving the finalization of the order for later, I stood up while doing some calculations in my head. Walking up to the wardrobe, I opened it and brought out a fresh towel as I considered how much we would earn for selling three-fourths of our Kobold talons, since there was no reason to hoard those unnecessarily. 
 
    Working the math to upgrade a few pieces of our equipment before challenging the deeper parts of the Tutorial Dungeon, I lazily slid off my shorts and dropped them onto the earlier pile of clothes without much attention.  
 
    Thanks to Aisha’s great maintenance skills, our stuff was still in great condition. Rather than that, we should probably buy some more useful consumables, like Flash Powder Bombs or Rotting Delicacy, with the latter being pretty much stink bombs that worked great on monsters with sensitive noses like our Kobolds. 
 
    Arriving in front of the door to the bathroom, I reached for the knob. Still deep in thought, I turned it and took a step inside. 
 
    But the moment I did, everything that my brain had tuned out—as it often did when I was deeply focused on something—came crashing back at once. The loud hissing of the running shower made me freeze as I registered the sight of the naked beauty cleaning up under a hot stream of water. 
 
    My gaze dropped to her waist, which was angled towards me. Aisha was in the middle of washing her feminine mound with her palm, resting one foot on the edge of the ceramic bottom ridge of the shower cubicle, giving me the perfect view of her secret place. 
 
    Her movements stopped and my eyes instantly shot up to her face.  
 
    Our gazes met. 
 
    Aisha smirked, curiously raising a brow at me. 
 
    I quickly slammed the door shut, taking a step back while cursing myself for getting lost in my thoughts. Hyperfocus was a bad habit of mine, which actually worked great at my job when I needed to zone out and focus on something. I could enter my own bubble, as it were, undisturbed by whatever was going on around me, no matter how loud it was. 
 
    A chuckle reached my ears from the other side of the door. 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a shy one.” 
 
    A wry smile made its way onto my lips. “I’m not shy, just respectful. What else was I supposed to do? Keep staring? Join?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    My brows rose for a brief moment. Was that an invitation? It sure seemed like one. If it wasn’t, I guess I would just apologize again. 
 
    I turned the knob and opened the door. 
 
    “Ah, fuck!” 
 
    The grinning figure of Aisha stood right in front of me. My eyes immediately fell to her supple breasts, adorned by countless little droplets of crystal-clear water. 
 
    She snorted. “Men.” 
 
    I lifted my gaze back to her crimson eyes. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    Keeping eye contact, I dropped the towel I held over my waist. Aisha instantly glanced down, locking onto my half-erect member. 
 
    I snorted too. “Women.” 
 
    She chuckled while shaking her head. 
 
    “Come in. You are letting all the cold air in just standing there in the doorway.” 
 
    Picking up my towel, I followed the draconic beauty, closing the door behind us. Aisha quickly trotted back to the shower and jumped under the steaming hot stream of water. I wondered how high she had set it. It was already obvious to me that she loved warm things. 
 
    Admiring her incredible figure in profile, I stepped into the shower as Aisha offered me her hand. 
 
    “Ah! Are you a devil?!” I hissed the very second the scalding-hot liquid splashed onto my shoulder. 
 
    She glanced back at me. “You are overexaggerating. The water is just perfect.” 
 
    “Yeah, perfect to boil some eggs and sausage,” I quipped back, making Aisha laugh. 
 
    She reached towards the hot-water tap, but I stopped her hand. I was slowly getting used to the temperature. 
 
    “Haaaaaaah… I haven’t showered in water this hot since like… childhood.” 
 
    “I could honestly fall in love with the range of temperature of this shower. Dwarven ones can’t even compare. The only options there were hot or cold. This is bliss.” 
 
    “I’m glad you are enjoying yourself.” 
 
    We switched positions under the stream a few times before Aisha picked up a sponge and turned my way, arching a brow at me. 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. 
 
    She put some gel on it and started scrubbing my back and shoulders while I used another squishy loofa to clean my front and arms. My butt clenched a little when I felt her slender fingers trail down the back of my thighs, not expecting Aisha to go for my legs too. To wrap things up, she even washed my hair, giving my scalp a heavenly massage from behind. 
 
    After rinsing myself under the now pleasant steamy stream, I turned to face her, aiming to return the favor.  
 
    Aisha’s eyes briefly jumped below my waist, and she smirked while passing me the sponge she had used on my back.  
 
    “Better watch where you point that spear of yours, lest you accidentally impale me with it.” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. “This is not porn. Now, turn around, my lady.” 
 
    Aisha gave me a sweet smile and did as I asked. Gathering her dark red hair into one thick bundle, she drew it over her shoulder and dropped it onto her chest, revealing all of her gorgeous back to me. For a moment, I was breathless, just staring at her figure, but quickly snapped out of it and began doing my job. 
 
    Her fair skin seemed already clean, but I didn’t question the drakan lady’s intentions. If she wanted me to scrub her a bit more, I would gladly oblige. What kind of an idiot would refuse such an opportunity? 
 
    I tried not to ogle her too much as I moved the sponge and my hands over Aisha’s back and legs. I couldn’t help but get a peek or two of her privates as I dealt with her thighs and calves even if that hadn’t been my intention. 
 
    When I moved to her lush hair, after squeezing a large dollop of shampoo into my palm, Aisha immediately shivered. I ran my hands through her hair, kneading her scalp and working the shampoo into her damp locks. 
 
    “Ohhhhh… Mmmmmmm… Did that always feel so good?” 
 
    “Not sure.” I smiled. “I think the last time someone washed my hair for me, I was a child.” 
 
    “Mmmmmm… Same here… Keep doing it for a little longer, please…” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    I continued running my fingers through her hair and over her head, trying to give Aisha a decent scalp massage, though not having a clue about what exactly I was doing. Fortunately, that didn’t matter, as the charming drakan all but melted under my digits, releasing the occasional sigh and moan of satisfaction. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuuckkkk…” 
 
    She shuddered heavily when my fingers slipped behind her ears, but that made her slip on a patch of bubbles headed for the drain under our feet. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Aisha grabbed my forearm, pushing me back into the wall as her body slammed into mine before I could react. We came crashing down with a loud thump. Groaning, I was glad the shower was wide enough that my head hadn’t crashed into the wall. 
 
    An awkward chuckle reached my ears. “You were saying?” 
 
    With Lucas Junior pressed into something hot, soft, and quite slippery, I didn’t have to look to know how close our landing had come to her earlier, playful warning. 
 
    I chuckled too.  
 
    Pay-to-win, grindfest, and now comedic dating simulator with spicy fan service. My new life was looking really great. 
 
    Aisha got off me, apologized, and helped me up. We quickly rinsed off, aiming to finish this shower session before any other accidents befell us. 
 
    “Want to touch it?” she suddenly asked. 
 
    The unexpected question drew my attention from Aisha’s plump bottom to her face as she peeked at me over her shoulder. It seemed that I had been caught staring a bit too intently. 
 
    “Well… Yeah,” I admitted. 
 
    She took a step back, coming closer to me, and raised her long, scaly tail a bit, resting it in my hands. I grazed my fingers over the tough, crimson scales covering it from above, causing Aisha to exhale quietly. 
 
    It was something bizarre. Apparently, her tail was rather sensitive, despite its armored plating. In simple words, it was a work of art. It called to me, begging me to knead it gently, but also warning me that it would crush my bones into dust if mistreated. 
 
    As curiosity overcame me, my right palm slid under the bottom side of her tail, brushing over a slightly different, softer surface, which still felt quite durable.  
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    As my fingers closed onto its base from below, aiming to lift her tail a bit higher, Aisha let out a short, quick moan. Her toes curled in as she shivered. 
 
    “So… You even know about my weak spot…” 
 
    I raised a brow at her. “This?” 
 
    “Ahnnnn…” 
 
    The melodic cry was an answer clear enough as I traced a circle over a specific area on the underside of her thick tail. 
 
    “Mhhhmmm… Nnnnnhhh… Stop…” 
 
    Aisha kept trembling under my tender caresses. When I added a bit firmer pressure to the mix, she bit on her lower lip and her fingers curled into fists. 
 
    “Ahhhnnnn… Cease this at—ahnnnnn…” Her eyelashes fluttered as I continued gently kneading her tail. 
 
    I chuckled. “I finally found a way to get back at you. I can’t very well just stop this early, can I?” 
 
    She threw me a pleading glance over her shoulder, which I answered with a mischievous grin. Aisha’s eyes widened a little and she shook her head repeatedly. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I let go of her tail with a smirk. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We haven’t even established a safe word yet, so stop still works. Better pull yourself together quickly, though, or I’ll eat your portion.” 
 
    Turning the taps off to stop the water, I stepped out of the shower and scooped up a towel on my way out of the bathroom, proceeding with what I liked to think of as a tactical withdrawal. I could handle only so much stimulation. 
 
    Quickly drying myself off, I pulled on my shorts and ordered the food, bringing it over to the desk. Aisha soon emerged from the shower, with just her waist covered by her towel. 
 
    I shook my head with a smile. She was clearly already set on teasing me back. 
 
    After putting on her own shorts and sports bra, she joined me in front of the PC, sitting on the chair with her legs tucked underneath her. She immediately started in on her share of the plate full of sushi. 
 
    We began discussing our next move over dinner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11
First Clear 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The map had long since finished scanning, so I took it off the glass panel and set the notebook on the edge of the desk. With a few quick clicks, I pulled up the picture, opening it through a photo editing app. 
 
    “I have to admit, it looks kind of cool, seeing how we have covered pretty much every area except for the center,” Aisha commented, flipping another piece of sushi into her mouth. 
 
    “The completionist in me agrees with you. There’s just something about that feeling you get when looking at things you have fully finished or explored, or are about to, soon.” 
 
    “Just a little bit more and we’ll be done. I honestly don’t remember the last time I explored a Dungeon so thoroughly. I only strayed off the main objective after stumbling onto something rare. But, this is a nice change of pace.” 
 
    I nodded, thankful that Aisha could turn back into a professional in a blink. Teases were teases, but when it came to the Dungeon, everything else was put aside. I had worked with my fair share of people who didn’t know when to stop horsing around, and seeing she wasn’t like that just made me appreciate her even more. 
 
    “So, not many more of the little lizard guys should be left. We better prepare properly before facing them. No doubt that the middle area is at least somehow fortified or guarded. And there’s the Boss to worry about too.” I rubbed my chin while marking red the paths leading to the undiscovered part of the map. 
 
    With a little burp, Aisha put away the tray that recently had held a double order of sushi and leaned closer. She had consumed both her portions while I was only halfway through my single portion. The drakan’s appetite was something else. 
 
    “There’s no guarantee a Boss Monster exists in the Dungeon.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “While the information your artifact showed us did mention Rare Monsters, Boss Monsters, and the Dungeon’s average strength, that doesn’t necessarily mean they are here.” 
 
    “I see. That could explain why we haven’t seen any Rares yet, despite days of exploring.” 
 
    “Exactly. Tutorial Dungeons are usually banally easy unless you are a complete idiot. I bet there’s, at most, a Rare or two in that center section.” Aisha tapped the screen. 
 
    I smiled wryly. “Be careful doing that. These things are fragile, and you aren’t exactly weak.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I’ll try to remember that.” She nodded at me apologetically. “Anyway, as I was about to say, we both are Level 4, now, and you have gained a lot of experience fighting. For a complete newbie, you are doing incredible.” 
 
    “It’s all thanks to my amazing instructor.” 
 
    I held my fist up and Aisha bumped it with a smile. We really did make a great team. It had been a little rough, at the start, but Aisha was a great coach and teacher, which even she admitted was something of a surprise, as she had mostly worked alone in the past. 
 
    But, she was right. We hadn’t grown just physically, but also statistically. I navigated to the Status menu to finally spend the fifteen points we each had saved up. 
 
    After a week in the Dungeon, my Status looked like this. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 11 
 
    Agility: 13 
 
    Constitution: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Wisdom: 17 
 
    Leadership: 5 
 
    Charisma: 5 
 
    [Available Points: 15] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    My General Skills & Abilities had grown, as well, both in number and in rank. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    GENERAL 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Dismantling (E) 
 
    Mapping (E) 
 
    Mental Fortitude (F) 
 
    Battle Sense (D) 
 
    Mana Control (D) 
 
    Telekinesis (E) 
 
    Mace Proficiency (E) 
 
    Buckler Proficiency (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    I had put a lot of effort into practicing Telekinesis and the results were finally showing. While the skill itself was progressing slowly, my Mana Control was benefitting from almost constant use, as intended. It would still take some time before I could lift and manipulate something heavier than a rock or a bigger piece of wood, but I had patience. There was no rush. 
 
    Dismantling hadn’t risen higher than E-rank, even though Aisha was leaving it all to me. Most likely, we assumed, because Kobolds were the only thing available to harvest. Working on only one enemy type was likely subject to the rule of diminishing returns. I wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t go up again until our next Dungeon. 
 
    “How strong is your Telekinesis now?” Aisha asked, following my eyes as they scanned over the skills. 
 
    “It’s nothing much yet, but here.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Telekinesis (E) 
 
    Collecting and condensing mana allows you to take control of the gathered energy and influence the world around you. 
 
    Range: 5 m 
 
    Maximum Affected Volume: 1 kg 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s something. You can throw some lighter bombs at the enemy with it already.” 
 
    “Possibly. This is just a side skill to raise Mana Control, but it will certainly be very useful once it ranks up too. We’ll just have to be patient, and I need to keep practicing.” 
 
    Then, I took a peek at the Class-Related section. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CLASS-RELATED 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Command (E) 
 
    Encourage (E) 
 
    Transfer Lifeforce (F) 
 
    Transfer Spirit (F) 
 
    Master-Subordinate Thought Communication (E) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t get a new ability between Levels 2 to 4. Feels a little sad.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “That’s quite normal for commanding Classes. Some of the skills are really powerful, so they arrive much later. The main point of such a Class is to properly utilize the abilities of others.” 
 
    While it bummed Aisha out a bit, I didn’t really mind. She had gotten two more skills, one at Level 3 and another at Level 4. With her Launch and Whirlwind, our repertoire grew substantially. She’d even started practicing her old combo of Launch and Ground Pound, seeking to master it again. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had experimented with my own skills. Both transfers were pretty self-explanatory. Aisha was quite surprised to learn that I could both give and take either life or spiritual energy. The Overlords she’d previously met had only ever taken from their Subordinates. 
 
    I was relieved to discover that she could resist my Command, though it took all of her willpower to do so. When she did, we would be locked in a mental struggle similar to a tug-of-war. We’d practiced that a few times, and the number of wins was pretty equal between us, so far. She was mentally strong, but I was growing stronger too. 
 
    We’d started using Encourage much more during our expeditions. It consumed a chunk of my mana, but the effects were worth it. 
 
    Its description explained why. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Encourage (E) 
 
    Through inspiring words perfectly fitting the situation you find yourself in, you can encourage your followers, raising their morale and bringing out the best in them. 
 
    Fatigue -30% 
 
    Attributes +30% 
 
    Mental Resistance +75% 
 
    Grants: Lesser Constitution Enhancement (10 min.) 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Encourage was definitely one of my strongest abilities now. It had started at Fatigue -15%; Attributes +15%; Mental Resistance +50%; and Lesser Constitution Enhancement for 5 minutes. Hopefully, it would continue to scale at the same rate as the skill climbed the rest of the ranks. That would be amazing. 
 
    “So, how are you going to distribute your points?” Aisha asked, staring at the top section of my Status. 
 
    I refocused on them too. “There are a few paths I could take, which are more than good. But, first of all, I will bring both Leadership and Charisma to ten since that’s pretty much the base value.” 
 
    “I never knew which one to focus on exactly, so I put everything into Fury in the past,” she admitted. “Was that a mistake? Should I have raised them equally?” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly bad, per se.” I shook my head. “After you crank both up to ten, you should assume some proportion in favor of the one you consider your main Class stat, which for you is either Perseverance or Fury. You lost only a little by leaving the former at five.” 
 
    Moving my cursor over the icon enabling attribute distribution, I tapped it and added five points to both Leadership and Charisma. That left me with five more to allocate. 
 
    “Now what?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    “I could add to Intelligence, to speed my progress with raising my Mana Control and Telekinesis. I could also raise my Constitution early. But, considering that the beginning shouldn’t be that tough, I’m inclined to double down on supporting you, and put all five into Charisma. Or, I could dump them into Leadership so that you can’t oppose my Command anymore.” I winked at my drakan partner. 
 
    Aisha snorted at me. “You wish.” 
 
    Chuckling to myself, I went with Charisma. We should both get to Level 5 after clearing the Dungeon assigned to me, giving us a few more points to play around with. Choosing your path at the very start was always tough and full of second-guessing. Later, once you were on your chosen path, things became much simpler. 
 
    “What about me, then?” Aisha shifted on her seating a bit, curious about my plan for her. 
 
    I brought us to the Subordinate Management menu and pulled up her character.  
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 22 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Constitution: 15 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Wisdom: 6 
 
    Perseverance: 5 
 
    Fury: 5 
 
    [Available Points: 15] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Same as for me, Fury and Perseverance to ten,” I replied, tapping the plus symbol near those attributes. 
 
    “Alright. I guessed as much. The rest?” 
 
    “You don’t really feel like becoming a tank, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “No need to hesitate. Feel free to let me know about your preferences, which I’m already decently well aware of. It wouldn’t be smart for me to force you into a role you feel uncomfortable in.” I patted Aisha’s shoulder. 
 
    “Right. I much prefer to be in the enemy's face, but I do understand how your safety is important in the long run.” 
 
    “They say that offense is the best defense. No one will get to me, if there’s no one to get to me.” I smiled, quoting a slightly altered version of a famous line. “Besides, I was just prodding you. Having our future team composition in mind, I have two ideas for your path. And, apologies, but Blood-Crazy isn’t one of them.” I showed a wry smile. 
 
    “Minor inconvenience. What are the other options, then?” She seemed increasingly invested in her future, and was staring at me intently. 
 
    “Elemental energy or physical force?” I queried. 
 
    Aisha frowned lightly. “Uhhh… Ummm… The latter… I think? What are these about?” 
 
    “If you pick the former,” I held up my right hand between us, palm up, “you harness the power of elemental enchantments and even magic to apply various attributes to your weapon and abilities. Aura of Frost, Wind Stride, Infernal Cleave, Whirlpool, and so on.” 
 
    “If you pick the latter,” my left hand rose to join its partner between us, “it focuses on strength and physical power, of course. Your sharpness and penetrative power rise, your physical abilities get more destructive, and you pretty much become an unstoppable murder machine capable of slicing through full plate armor with ease.” 
 
    I presented both of my hands, palm up, in front of Aisha like Morpheus had in front of Neo. 
 
    Even though I lacked a blue pill and a red pill to fully recreate the scene, and I wasn’t bald—my short, black hair felt good on top of my head—Aisha easily caught on my little display of choice.  
 
    Right hand—elemental. Left hand—physical. 
 
    After another minute of heavy thinking, with her eyes jumping from one hand to the other, Aisha finally made her decision and bent the fingers of my left hand, closing it into a fist. She locked her gaze with mine right after. 
 
    “The other option sounds fun, but I was always a simple woman.” She chuckled, making me smile. “We can cover the elemental aspect with a Mage or someone like that, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. It might be a little counter-intuitive, but the physical path is actually much more exciting than the elemental one. For people not accustomed to magic, it appears the other way around. Anyway, good choice. Just as I expected.” 
 
    “Am I that easy to read?” Aisha smirked. 
 
    “You love getting all close and personal. Both when fighting and when not.” 
 
    “True. Where do we put the rest?” 
 
    I turned my eyes back to the screen. “Fury up by three, Perseverance by one, and Strength gets the remaining one. Same split for Level 5. The last point is debatable. Then, from Level 6 on, it gets a bit more complex, so I’ll explain it when we get there.” 
 
    With Aisha’s approval, I finished distributing the available points and closed the menus. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s hit the bed. We took much more time in the Dungeon than usual, all because of that small ambush. I’m beat.” I groaned, standing up from the desk. 
 
    “You did well back there.” Aisha followed after me. “Considering how hard I have worked today, I’m on top tonight.” 
 
    I craned my neck back to glance at her and met Aisha’s squinting gaze as she pointed a finger at me. Raising my hands into the air in surrender, I chuckled. 
 
    “Fine. You can be wherever you want.” 
 
    She smiled while making a victorious nod and jumped under the sheets to join me. A moment later, the pretty drakan lady lay on my chest, snuggled into my body like a koala. The satisfied expression on her face alone was worth it. 
 
    Waking up first, I shoved Aisha to the side, having learned that was the only way to escape her inescapable hold, and stumbled into the kitchen to turn the kettle on. While the murmuring drakan snuggled to the bedsheets, I made us some coffee. 
 
    The distinct scent wafting from the cup roused my companion when I sat down on the edge of the mattress and extended a mug to her. She stretched with a loud moan and sat up to receive it with a smile. I chuckled at the sight of her disheveled hair. It somehow fit her perfectly. 
 
    We spent some time discussing our approach, considering our options over the map displayed on the monitor before jumping into preparations. I spent an hour doing my usual mental exercises while Aisha took care of pre-battle maintenance of our equipment. With everything ready, we geared up and I transferred the map to my devices. We were ready to finish this. 
 
    Aisha walked up to me as I was finishing strapping an additional belt with throwing knives over my chest, helping me fasten it properly. 
 
    “You look like an amalgamation of a Rogue and a Knight right now. Feels so weird.” 
 
    I shrugged. “A man has to start somewhere. Are you really looking forward to seeing me wear black armor, cape, and horned helmet so much?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She chuckled. 
 
    “Better behave or I’ll use yours to make it.” I pointed a finger at her. 
 
    Aisha straightened up and saluted. “Yessir.” 
 
    We both laughed and made one final check before leaving the apartment. Bringing out the map, I began navigating us through the tunnels, aiming for one of the paths leading into the central area we’d previously avoided. 
 
    I chose the shortest route, so we kept our guards up at all times. But, we didn’t stumble onto a single Kobold, reaching our objective uninterrupted. We stood in front of an intersection that led into the unexplored center of the map. 
 
    “Do you think they have turtled up due to our actions?” Aisha pondered. 
 
    “They might have. Maybe not that many of them are left, and they are focusing on defending their home.” 
 
    “Only one way to know.” 
 
    We nodded at each other, and Aisha stepped into the stone corridor, with me following closely behind her. She held her axe in front of her, while I kept my buckler ready and mace dangling from my right hand. I ensured we weren’t walking past any unexplored niches and nooks, letting the enemy get the drop on us. 
 
    Soon, we noticed a faint orange glow around a corner up ahead. I turned my flashlight off and stopped Aisha from peeking over the edge. She watched me pull my phone out, unlock it, and crouch with my back to the wall. 
 
    Launching the camera app, I extended just the top of the phone beyond the intersection. 
 
    ~They really have barricaded themselves in. There are stones piled up on the sides of the tunnel. Quite high, at that. They even left openings to look through.~ 
 
    I zoomed in a little bit. 
 
    ~Those are… archers?~ Aisha asked, curiously staring at the display from my side. 
 
    ~Seems like it. Smart move. But it won’t work on us.~ 
 
    ~I can get to them in a single leap and obliterate these crude walls with a single Ground Pound before they can even nock their arrows.~ 
 
    I chuckled through our connection. ~I’m sure you can. While we aren’t exactly going for stealth, save your mana for the actual fight. There are only two of them. Let me handle it.~ 
 
    Aisha nodded at me, and I slipped the phone back into my pocket. Since I hadn’t brought a backpack for this attempt, I had a bit more mobility. We wanted to bring our A-game for this last push, leaving any scavenging for after we’d cleared the Dungeon. 
 
    With a deep breath, I accumulated some mana around my hand and jumped out of hiding, starting to run. Aisha’s much heavier footsteps echoed right behind me. The two Kobolds noticed us and began yipping at each other. 
 
    I took around ten steps before the first arrow was launched our way. Fortunately, these Kobolds weren’t that strong, so the projectile didn’t instantly cross the distance separating us, and we watched as it traversed the air in a slow arc for a brief moment. 
 
    That moment was enough for me to thrust my palm forward and twist it, causing a bunch of condensed energy to swirl three meters in front of us, knocking the arrow slightly off its path. The full power of my Telekinesis wasn’t enough to stop it, but altering its trajectory was much easier. 
 
    For the next fifteen seconds, I redirected the crude projectiles away from us as we rushed the fortifications. The closer we got, the harder it became to react in time. Fortunately, before I had a chance to fuck up, we came into the range of Aisha’s ability. 
 
    She lunged in front of me, sending a violent, crimson arc at the makeshift stockade and knocking one arrow out of the air completely. Her Sunder pushed through the piles of rocks and split the archers in two. 
 
    Making sure that no other monsters lurked behind the crumbling blockade, Aisha rested her axe on her shoulder and smiled at me. 
 
    “That was awesome. I’m starting to appreciate your Telekinesis more and more.” 
 
    “It’s a very underrated skill. Fortunately, their bows and arrows are of very low quality. The arrowheads are just chiseled stone.” 
 
    I knelt down and stole a quiver from one of the monsters, which was little more than a linen bag on a string with a padded bottom. 
 
    “You are going to use that?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    “I’ll try to. I did shoot a bow a few times at festivals. I should be able to boost it with Telekinesis a bit.” 
 
    With the new weapon added to our arsenal, we continued onward. The entrance to a bigger chamber was before us, where the orange light came from. Plenty of shuffling noises and the sounds of footsteps accompanied soft hisses and yips. 
 
    They knew. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started.” Aisha grinned. 
 
    We stepped into the light at the same time. A spacious natural cavern extended out in front of us. The Kobolds had piled up a bunch of rocks into makeshift furnaces, trying to smelt the Darksteel Ore. Unfortunately for them, that would never be enough. 
 
    Amongst other crude constructions that resembled rock igloos, a bunch of Kobolds stood spread out in a loose line, every one of them facing our way. 
 
    With a quick glance, I counted four more Kobold Archers, three weapon-wielding Kobolds, four Kobold Phalanx, each holding a pike and a bigger shield—being one of the Rare variants—and a single Kobold Shaman, also a Rare just as the Phalanxes, behind them. There was no Boss in sight. 
 
    We ducked behind cover to avoid getting skewered by the first volley of arrows and jumped straight into action. 
 
    “Go and turn those shielders into minced meat like the Berserker you are!” I shouted at Aisha, managing to weave both Command and Encourage into a single sentence. 
 
    Releasing an earth-shaking roar, she activated her Berserk and followed it with Launch. The ground cracked under Aisha’s feet as she lunged into the air, crashing down in the midst of the four Kobold Rares a moment later. The whole cavern trembled again, this time from the impact. 
 
    I quickly stepped into the open, too, drawing the bowstring back to my cheek in one smooth motion. Aiming at the closest archer, I stabilized the arrow with Telekinesis and released it. A yelp of pain followed as the projectile pierced the monster’s belly. 
 
    Proud of my first shot, I hastily nocked another arrow and sent it at the same target. Sadly, my second shot bounced off the Kobold’s shoulder this time, leaving just a scratch on its dark emerald scales. 
 
    I groaned and threw the bow aside. It was too inefficient for me to continue wasting time with it while Aisha fought the Kobold Phalanxes. She had already taken care of one of them with her initial slam, turning it into a paste under its shield. Though I had wanted to take the archers down with the bow while they focused on her—which was hard to do for them with how agile the constantly moving Berserker was—I would have to get close if I was going to be of much help at all. 
 
    Grabbing my mace, I rushed into the cavern, instantly taking a turn to run alongside the wall. Before anyone else noticed my approach, I’d made it to the wounded Kobold Archer and finished the job my first arrow had started with a precise strike to its skull. 
 
    That crispy crunch was starting to get addicting. Perhaps my sweet Berserker friend's mentality was starting to rub off on me. 
 
    Aiming for another archer, I ducked and weaved between the rock igloos. Before I got there, however, a normal Kobold jumped out at me. I dodged its overhead strike with a rusty sword and kicked it out of the way. Archers were my priority at the moment. 
 
    The second bow-wielder was aware of my pending arrival, given the ruckus I had just caused, and tried to put an arrow into me from point-blank-range. It didn’t work out that well for it. Missing the shot completely after I had nudged its hands with Telekinesis, it became easy prey for my skull crusher. 
 
    Shortly after I cracked its cold one open, my previous assailant caught up to me.  
 
    I had enough time, though, to quickly glance at Aisha before engaging the hissing Kobold. She had just been struck by the Shaman’s Lightning Spark, and shrugged it off like it was nothing. That brought it to her attention, though, and she sent a single wave of Sunder after it, forcing it to hide.  
 
    Of the original four Phalanxes, only one remained standing, its shield almost in splinters. She had also mutilated a random Kobold at some point, her rage-filled flailing greataxe literally dismembering the common variant. 
 
    The two other Archers picked up on my intent to get rid of them and switched their attention to me, calling out for the single remaining handaxe-wielding Kobold to assist them. Thankfully, the terrain played in my favor, and I danced around the primitive houses to break the line of sight while battling the hatchet wielder. 
 
    A Kobold with a shortsword tried to attack me from behind, and it might have succeeded with a sneak attack, but the creature stupidly screamed in its high-pitched voice before stabbing at me, perhaps certain of its victory. I sidestepped to avoid its attack with ease, putting both of the melee Kobolds in front of me. 
 
    Before I could jump at them, a nearby stone igloo exploded and rained rocks over the two Kobolds, a third body appearing amidst the chaos. It was the last Phalanx. Aisha must have launched it into the air with a kick. Or perhaps with her tail.  
 
    Taking advantage of the opportunity, I finished the duo buried under the avalanche of stones before they could dig themselves out. 
 
    Then, the chamber began shaking at seemingly regular intervals. Peeking over the ruined house, I saw Aisha chase after the Kobold Shaman, who had used some kind of swiftness spell to aid its escape. They ran around the cavern, my drakan Berserker destroying everything on her path. 
 
    An arrow whizzing past my head brought my attention back to my own fight. One of the remaining archers had found a new angle on me. Since Aisha didn’t appear to need any help with her opponent, I focused on the annoying bowmen. 
 
    I had no idea where the fucker was, though, since I had quickly moved after its attack. Reaching into one of the pouches attached to my belt, I brought out a small, glass ball with some yellow powder inside.  
 
    After checking to ensure that my companion was not facing this way, I lobbed the sphere into the air and used Telekinesis to crush it when it was three meters from me, instantly looking away and covering my eyes. 
 
    A faint flash penetrated my eyelids as two pained yips reached my ears. I immediately launched myself towards the closer noise, finding an archer rubbing its eyes, its bow at its feet. 
 
    A bit too late for that, buddy. 
 
    I shoved it down with my buckler and proceeded with the face-to-mace meeting I had just scheduled.  
 
    When another dying yip echoed across the cavern, I looked for its source. I noticed the mutilated corpse of the final remaining archer splattered across the far wall. The duo playing cat and mouse had apparently run into it, and the rest was history. 
 
    Now, I had to assist Aisha with catching the slippery Kobold Shaman before she completely exhausted herself. It kept trying to cast minor spells at her, but she interrupted it almost every time, forcing it to focus fully on running away. 
 
    So, I hid behind one of the stone igloos and waited for the Shaman to come to me. Thirty seconds later, the Shaman was finally heading my way. I waited for the perfect moment while pulling out four of the throwing knives and placing them on the ground. 
 
    With the Kobold closing in fast, I used Telekinesis to put them in a vertical position alongside the ground and pushed them out in front of the Kobold. It stepped onto the sharp edges with a loud shriek and tumbled forward.  
 
    That was all it took for Aisha to catch up to it. She grabbed the yelping Kobold by its neck, dropped her axe, and ripped its head from its shoulders, releasing another ferocious roar into the air. 
 
    Throwing the corpse away, her bloodshot eyes locked onto me. 
 
    “Enough,” I commanded in an authoritative tone. 
 
    She had only managed to take a single step my way before freezing. I watched as the effects of Berserk gradually left her body. Her eyes blinked slowly as her bulging veins and muscles returned to normal. 
 
    Aisha took a deep breath. “I still can’t believe you can bring me out of Berserk just like that.” 
 
    I chuckled, coming closer to examine her body for any bruises and wounds. 
 
    “I’m an Overlord, am I not? I lord over things. And people.” 
 
    My phone and watch buzzed.  
 
    “That’s either the completion announcement or a level up,” Aisha suggested. “Come on, check it.” 
 
    I brought my wrist up between us. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have carried out all the assigned tasks and successfully conquered the Tutorial Dungeon! 
 
    Your performance is being calculated. 
 
    Time remaining before rewards are announced: 00:29:45 
 
    The connection to this Dungeon will be severed in: 23:59:45 
 
    Use that time to finish all your business inside the current Dungeon and rest before your next assignment! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. We should be able to get back and wash up just in time to receive our rewards.” Aisha smiled. “Then, we can scavenge for whatever you want to harvest until the timer runs out.” 
 
    “I expected it to be a little harder, honestly.” 
 
    She smacked me on the back, knocking me forward a step. “Told you. The Tutorial is a walk in the park. Especially with two people. It was just a bunch of weak Kobolds. They barely scratched my skin.” 
 
    “It was only easy, thanks to you.” I tried to do the same to her, giving the drakan a hearty slap on the shoulder, but Aisha didn’t even flinch. 
 
    She laughed and we began heading back.  
 
    On our way out of the chamber, I picked up the Shaman’s staff, unable to resist my powerful loot goblin urges. Aisha rolled her eyes at the image of me holding it dearly, shaking her head.  
 
    It was my preciousssssssss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12
A Hot Take 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aisha assured me that if the completion announcement appeared, the Dungeon was completely empty of monsters. That is, unless the main objective was different than simple monster elimination. And, of course, if there were any traps, they remained in place until disarmed or triggered. 
 
    Still, I preferred to err on the side of caution, and kept my eyes open for any possible danger as we headed back to my apartment. I had to pass over my spoils of war—my precious staff—to Aisha, as I needed both hands to comfortably navigate the map. 
 
    Honestly, it looked rather comical. The short weapon was made of numerous bones harvested from fallen Kobolds, and reached only slightly more than half our height. It looked like a baton in her hands, or something like that. 
 
    I most likely wouldn’t be able to make good use of it, and it would be best to sell it, but I didn’t want to get rid of my first decent weapon drop, and a magical one at that. Unfortunately, I had a hunch that it would only work in the hands of a Kobold. 
 
    Since I didn’t want to spoil the surprise, I held back from checking my phone to see if the amalgamation of bones was already listed in my inventory. It would certainly show some information about the item, such as its name and perhaps the effects it had on the wielder’s magic. 
 
    We chatted about the recent fight and how it had gone. It might have looked a little reckless to an innocent bystander, the two of us rushing into a room with four archers, three fighters, four elite fighters, and a magic user, but we knew only the last five had any chance to even put a scratch on Aisha. 
 
    She was completely overpowered in her Berserk, which we had thoroughly tested over the past week. And, with both my Encourage and Command reinforcing her body and abilities, she turned into an almost unstoppable bulldozer at our current level. 
 
    All I’d had to do back there was to make sure that the archers couldn’t get a lucky shot at her eyes or something, thus why I had immediately focused on the ranged Kobolds. Maybe the Shaman could have done something to hurt her, but as we had seen, the poor little fella fell seriously short in the power department too. 
 
    The only reason to worry, might have been the aftermath, with Aisha coming after me in her even further boosted rage. Thankfully, I could snap her back to reality with just one or two imposing words. I had the moody Berserker on the perfect leash, thanks to my Class. 
 
    The whole attempt had been thoroughly calculated out in my mind, taking into account our experiences this past week, and any risk of things going terribly wrong had been appropriately planned for. I didn’t even get a chance to bring into play a bunch of the toys I still had strapped to my belt, just in case. Better safe than sorry, though. 
 
    Of course, I was well aware that things wouldn’t always be this easy. This was the Tutorial Dungeon. Shit was going to get real, in less than twenty-four hours. I would need to be more careful, from here on out. 
 
    After another ten minutes of walking, we arrived back in front of the apartment door. We stopped and glanced at each other. 
 
    “Is that a package?” Aisha asked in mild surprise. 
 
    “We couldn’t have ordered that,” I replied. 
 
    “Curious…” 
 
    I started to slowly approach the rectangular box, but Aisha blocked my way with her axe. She gestured at the suspicious block with her brows and I nodded at her. With her weapon extended forward, she walked up to it instead of me, giving the package a few inquiring pokes. 
 
    “It does say Dungeon Express on it. And it’s addressed to you. From your guild,” Aisha informed me. 
 
    “My company? Do you get gifts after each clear?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. At least I never did. But, we already know they like to butter you up for some reason.” Aisha chuckled softly and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Since she’d confirmed it was safe, I joined her by the box. We stared at it for a brief moment before heading inside, gently pushing it forward with our feet. Both of us were too lazy to bend down and pick it up. 
 
    We rested our weapons against the wall by the door and helped each other unequip our armor. Fortunately, not much blood had gotten onto it this time since, for the most part, it had been a quick fight and largely in our control. Well, with that slimy Kobold Shaman who had given Aisha a good cardio workout being the one exception. 
 
    The clothes we wore under our armor were fairly clean, though, so we didn’t need to go change. Aisha decided to go ahead and remove the few bloodstains from our gear, since it would take her only a few short moments. Meanwhile, I plopped down on the bed, bringing the box before me with my feet. 
 
    Inside, I found another letter. 
 
      
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
    Hello Lucas! 
 
    It’s me again, J! Congratulations on your first clear! 
 
    I should first start out by saying that I’m not supposed to get in touch with you after the first letter, so, please, after you read this, make sure to immediately burn it, shred it to atoms, banish it into the Void, or whatever you think works the best. And, I hope you won’t rat me out ;)  
 
    Will you? 
 
    So, why is there another letter? Honestly, I just can’t stop myself from peeking at your status. And I mean status as to how you are doing, not your stats and numbers. And, I’m actually the one calculating your rewards from the clear since I was the one to bring you in. 
 
    Both of these things make me just so excited! Do you know how rare it is for people to sweep the whole Tutorial Dungeon clean? You are such an interesting guy! I like you! 
 
    Well, I also might hate you a little since, due to that, I have much more work with the rewards. I don’t remember the last time I saw so many variables I had to verify before hitting the big, juicy, green button titled ‘DISTRIBUTE REWARDS’, hahaha. 
 
    Anyway, I got you something as a present in the celebration of your first successful clear. It had to be out of my own pocket, unfortunately, but if you keep doing things the same way moving forward, I’m in for a rain of bonuses! Completionists are the best! And perfectionists too! 
 
    So, congrats again, and good luck in the future! I have high hopes for you! 
 
    P.S. Don’t forget to banish this letter to the Shadow Realm. 
 
    P.P.S. I’m dead serious. I will be in huge trouble, otherwise. 
 
    P.P.P.S. Yes, it exists. 
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
      
 
    I chuckled to myself while shaking my head. This J was quite the eccentric. I wondered if they were a human, or some other rather hyperactive race. 
 
    “Alright. I better burn this fast.” I stood up, glancing towards the kitchen. 
 
    “I can help with that,” Aisha suggested, still sitting against the wall opposite to me and just finishing cleaning off the last piece of armor. 
 
    A little curious, I passed the piece of paper to her. Without looking at the contents, she crumpled the letter into a small ball and threw it into her mouth. 
 
    I raised a brow at the drakan as she chewed on it for a few seconds before swallowing the former ball of paper. My eyes observed her throat make a quick motion as the unusual food dropped down into her stomach. 
 
    Then, Aisha’s body released a quiet rumble and her cheeks puffed out for a second, before returning to their natural state. She burped softly, and a trace of black smoke escaped her mouth. With a swat of her hand, she waved it away. 
 
    “Does all the food you eat end up like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Obviously not. What would be the fun in that?” She smiled. “There’s another organ we drakans have next to our stomach, connected to the esophagus, as well as to our lungs. I can even breathe a little fire, thanks to it.” 
 
    “No wonder you bathe in boiling water. You are literally, a walking furnace.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled and put the final piece of armor away. I brought out a smaller box from the bigger box and dropped it onto the middle of the bed, plopping down next to it. Sitting cross-legged in the center of the mattress, I opened the package. 
 
    “Oh. Another one of these. Neat.” 
 
    Inside, lay another magitech smartwatch. Exactly the same as mine. 
 
    With some quiet rustling, and squeaking coming from the bedframe, Aisha arrived behind me. Pressing her bountiful chest into my back, she leaned over my shoulder to take a peek too. 
 
    “It’s the thing you have on your wrist, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep. Now you can have one too. I wonder if it will show you both mine and your notifications, or just yours?” I mused. 
 
    “Really? That must be expensive.” 
 
    “Of course.” I chuckled. “But what use would I have for two of them? Give me your wrist.” 
 
    Following my request, Aisha extended her left arm over my shoulder and I gently slipped the watch around it. The strap looked similar to some dark plastic or rubber, but I was sure it was some fantasy material, perfectly wrapped itself around her wrist. 
 
    “I’ll teach you how to use it later. How are we doing with rewards?” 
 
    I shook my own wrist to wake my own watch and enabled the hologram of the clear announcement. It showed fifteen more minutes. 
 
    Honestly, I was damn hyped. This felt like sitting in front of a countdown stream, impatiently waiting on some huge reveal. Suddenly, I didn’t feel like doing anything more than simply staring at the numbers as they slowly ticked down. 
 
    Aisha said nothing, maybe picking up on my intentions. We sat there for two minutes in silence. 
 
    Then, she moved even closer to me, pressing her soft breasts into my back, making me that much more aware of our position. We both wore thin undershirts, and her diamond-hard nipples stabbed into my back like daggers. 
 
    I suddenly began noticing how her hot breath tickled my earlobe. Aisha’s breathing was slow, but deep and heavy. Her chest lifted up and down with each inhalation and exhalation, dragging those stiff peaks across my back. 
 
    Another minute passed, and it felt like my pants were starting to become uncomfortably restraining. It was getting difficult to focus on the timer. 
 
    Then, Aisha took a long, deep breath and released it very slowly. The warm air tickled not just my ear, but the whole side of my face, causing me to shiver. 
 
    “Argh! I can’t anymore!” 
 
    With a groan, I pushed myself back and we fell onto the bed together. I rolled around and grabbed Aisha’s wrists by the sides of her head, leaning over her as I straddled her waist, staring deep into her charming, crimson irises with vertical pupils from only inches away. She wore a gorgeous smile on her lips. 
 
    “So…” I began as we peered into each other’s eyes. “Am I getting smacked or not?” 
 
    She flashed me a faint smirk and I caught her eyes skip to my lips for a fraction of a second. 
 
    Feeling lucky, I crossed the remaining distance between us and softly pressed my mouth to Aisha’s. We both closed our eyes and started a slow, very tame kiss. With unhurried brushes, we tenderly nibbled on each other’s lips. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, I lifted my eyelids and found Aisha staring at me. Her mouth curled into a mischievous smile under my own. She was clearly enjoying watching me pursue her lips. 
 
    I took that as a taunt and answered by trying to slip my tongue into her mouth. She let me in without any resistance. Soon, our tongues were coupled in a passionate dance of writhing muscle. Her tongue was much warmer than mine, though. 
 
    And, holy shit, she tasted like strawberries. I had no idea why I found this so shocking, but she really tasted like spicy strawberries. 
 
    How did spicy strawberries taste? Again, no fucking clue, but that was exactly it. My lips and tongue tingled a little from the exquisite flavor. Perhaps it was a drakan thing or something. 
 
    A tiny chuckle sent vibrations through my mouth. Aisha must have noticed my inner musings. 
 
    I backed away a little, though still holding her wrists hostage. A single string of saliva connected our lips for a brief moment before disappearing. We stared into each other's eyes again, both breathing a tad faster than we had been before. 
 
    “Since my face is not stinging yet, I assume we have a green light.” I smiled at her playfully. 
 
    Aisha gently bit on her lower lip. “I think I’ll leave the smacking to you this time.” 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    If that wasn’t a green light then I had no idea what was. 
 
    I took my hands off Aisha’s wrists and moved them to hold either side of her head. While gently brushing my thumbs over the beautiful scales on her cheeks, I leaned in for another deep kiss. 
 
    Aisha’s fingers were soon running through my hair, and we began making out again. She combed through it dearly. Closing her eyes, she started releasing faint, quiet moans into my mouth. In the meanwhile, she had wrestled her legs out from under me, and wrapped them around my hips. 
 
    Oh, we were going all in. 
 
    Stopping the increasingly intense kiss, I looked down at my hot partner—in more than just one meaning of that word—and smiled. Aisha smiled back in response, her eyes hungry for more. 
 
    I brought my mouth down again, but this time, I placed a peck on the crimson plates on her forehead. Aisha purred, releasing a prolonged sigh. 
 
    As I’d thought, these were quite sensitive. 
 
    I began my journey around her face, leaving a trail of loving pecks as I slowly savored each alluring scale, no matter how big or small. Aisha’s breathing quickly grew heavier, and her fingers clutched my hair or scratched my scalp a little, each time I showered affection on the hardened parts of her skin. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” A more audible moan escaped her lips when I reached the scales along her neck. 
 
    I chuckled a little. “You really like having them caressed, do you?” 
 
    “Yesssssss…” Aisha cooed in a sensual whisper. “Thanks to the oil you got me, they are in perrrrrrrrrfect shape…” 
 
    “Perfect for this, you mean?” 
 
    “Ohhhhmmmmmmm…” 
 
    She released another heart-throbbing moan into the air when. Instead of kissing the scales on her neck , I suckled on them, tickling them with my tongue a little. I was having way too much fun with this. I was afraid of what might happen when I eventually got to her tail, or her horns. 
 
    But, we couldn’t spend all our time on just her scales so I slowly began moving down. My hands appeared at the hem of Aisha’s shirt as I nibbled on her neck and I rolled it up. She quickly raised her arms, making it easier for me to remove the unnecessary obstruction. 
 
    Her enticing breasts jiggled a little before me in their full glory since I’d pulled her sports bra off at the same time. Aisha’s hard nipples stood stiff and proud, ready to pierce the heavens. I was sure it was partially thanks to the fight we’d had against the Kobolds not that long ago since she had even used Berserk back there. But I hoped it was also due to the very sensual exchange we had enjoyed just now. 
 
    Not wanting to gape too long at her perfect Valley of Dreams, I brought my mouth to the left peak and affectionately enveloped it between my lips, slowly brushing my fingertips over the soft skin of her other breast. 
 
    “Ohhhhh…”  
 
    Aisha let me hear another adorable moan of hers and I caught her finger moving to her mouth, getting lightly bitten shortly after. I took that to mean I might be doing a decent job. 
 
    I had some experience in this field, but I was certainly no master. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t do my best, though. I started by applying a few tender, suckling kisses to the magnificent bud in my mouth. Aisha’s soft sighs and low moans were my guide to how well I was doing. 
 
    She let me weakly knead her exquisitely soft and pillowy breasts for another minute before I felt a slight tug on my hair, clearly requesting me to continue my journey south and not be seduced by just this one piece of a delightful landscape. 
 
    With a quiet chuckle, I resumed my tiny kisses of appreciation for each scale, always heading further down. I soon passed Aisha’s well-toned belly and navel, my chin brushing up against the border of her black panties. I just had to spend some time caressing the scales that formed a wide V-shape below her navel. Though they were an arrow pointing to the obvious heaven that awaited below, they were just so mesmerizing that I had to give them their due. 
 
    I took one last glance upwards, making sure that we needed no words to communicate. Aisha’s fierce eyes glinted with expectation as she bit on her finger, eagerly awaiting what came next. I briefly felt the urge to tease her, but decided against it. I was also growing a little impatient after all the teasing she had done to me over the past week. 
 
    As Aisha cutely wiggled her hips for me, I slowly pulled her panties down. A few thick trails of love nectar connected her tightly sealed slit to the damp material. 
 
    She was so fucking wet already. 
 
    I hastily tore the underwear off and flung it over my shoulder, not caring where it landed. Aisha joined her knees together, just accentuating the seductive view I had of her bare privates, leaking in anticipation and excitement. I felt the heat coming from that hidden piece of heaven. Or hell. 
 
    My palms slid up Aisha’s inner thighs, gently spreading her legs to the sides. She shivered faintly, watching my every motion with the utmost attention. I smiled at her from down below and finally planted a chaste kiss on the sacred crevice. 
 
    “Mhhhhhmmmmm…” 
 
    She shuddered again and I was met with another, completely different though still exquisite taste. It was hard to describe, but somehow it was five times spicier than her mouth, without it actually being spicy. My lips, tongue and throat didn’t burn, but her nectar did make them tingle in an amazing way. 
 
    I gently parted her shy folds, revealing the beautiful pink flower hidden within. Ever so slowly, I traced my tongue over Aisha’s inner labia. Her body trembled faintly once more as she gasped a little. I continued to gently lap my tongue over her pretty lily, enjoying the splendid taste and heat. 
 
    One of Aisha’s hands remained in my hair and she grasped a fistful of it, using it to control the tongue exploring her sweet honeypot. She tugged on it to make me dive deeper into her, inviting my tongue to finally thrust into her properly. She yanked on my hair repeatedly, clearly unable to wait any longer. 
 
    Who was I to deny her that? 
 
    I followed her gentle but insistent instructions and snuck my tongue into her marvelous pussy. 
 
    “Ahhhhnnnnn…” 
 
    The entry was met with a louder moan and another shiver. Aisha gave up on the idea of biting on her finger and slid that hand down to her impressive chest, rubbing her nipple as I continued to explore her depths with my tongue. 
 
    It was quite hot inside. I felt like I was tickling soft flesh of much higher temperature than my own. It was an amazing sensation. I relished her taste and non-human features, all while doing my best to reach the best possible spots for her. 
 
    After a few moments, Aisha’s thighs clamped around my head, trapping me in her embrace. I knew she was slowly getting close, so I withdrew my tongue and sneakily slipped a finger inside, soon following it with another. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh…” 
 
    As her breathing grew more and more ragged, I switched the focus of my lips and tongue to the timid nub at the top of her precious place while repeatedly sliding my fingers in and out of her hot passage. 
 
    “Oh, fuck… Lucas…” 
 
    Aisha writhed on the bed, even going as far as to call my name. All the signs were there. I redoubled my efforts, sucking gently on her clit and curling my digits back towards me to stimulate her front wall, with a noticeably increased effect. 
 
    “Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck! Mhhhhhhmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm!” 
 
    The heated walls of her snug channel constricted around my fingers as Aisha let out an inarticulate moan. Her entire body tensed and began spasming lightly. I kept softly caressing her pretty flower during the whole course of her blissfully extended orgasm. 
 
    After a dozen long seconds, Aisha’s twitching and trembling slowed, and I stopped. Only the sound of her rough breathing filled the air now. Satisfied with my performance, I pulled myself from between her thighs and moved up to loom over her. 
 
    We stared each other in the eyes. I’m sure I had a silly, proud grin on my face as I took in the sight of Aisha’s wide eyes and slightly flushed cheeks as she panted lightly into me. 
 
    “Good enough?” I asked with a small smirk. 
 
    “Passable.” She chuckled softly. “Now, let me return the favor.” 
 
    She placed a palm on my chest and pushed me back. It wasn’t a strong shove so I ended up sitting back on my knees. Aisha raised herself up, too, and leaned in to join our lips in a passionate kiss. 
 
    As we made out, she pulled on the hem of my shirt, and I raised my arms to help her remove the offending article. Breaking the kiss just for a split second, she yanked it over my head and threw who knows where. Sliding her hands across my chest, she worked on my belt as she began leaving a trail of pecks over my face, my neck, my chest, and then finally across my abs. 
 
    My belt was already undone when she arrived at its height and I leaned backwards, lifting my hips in the air to help her out a little. Aisha grinned at me from below and ripped both my pants and underwear off of me, like a hungry predator pouncing on the hiding place of its prey. 
 
    My eager member sprang into the air and her hand quickly moved to encircle it. Bringing her face back to mine and nibbling on my lips, Aisha began to gently stroke my shaft with her slender fingers, lazily moving them up and down. 
 
    I let out a faint groan into her mouth, making her chuckle. She gazed deep into my eyes for the last time and returned below, keeping eye contact. Without dropping it, she opened her mouth and left a long lick over my entire length, from the very base to the very tip. 
 
    A shudder passed through my body as I exhaled. 
 
    She was so fucking hot. 
 
    With a faint smirk that quickly disappeared, she carefully bathed my cock in her saliva, affectionately tickling that sensitive part under the head with her tongue for a good while. Clearly not wanting to unnecessarily prolong it, though, she soon slipped my glans between her lips. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” I groaned again as she applied some weak suction while brushing the underside with her hot tongue. 
 
    Still looking straight up at me, she started bobbing her head up and down, taking me deeper and deeper into her mouth. It felt incredible. She definitely wasn’t an expert at it—just like I wasn’t at going down on a girl—but she did her best, the same way I had done. 
 
    Finally realizing after a moment how hot the insides of her mouth were on my dick, I chuckled again. 
 
    “Just don’t go full Dragon on me in the middle of it, alright?” 
 
    The corners of her mouth curved into a smile around my cock and the temperature suddenly rose exponentially. A strong wave of heat crashed into the tip of my cock, which pressed against the back of her throat. Two very faint trails of smoke floated into the air through Aisha’s nostrils for a brief second before they stopped, along with the unexpected rise in temperature. 
 
    I smiled wryly. She could grill this sausage whenever she wanted, couldn’t she? 
 
    “Guh…” 
 
    Somehow sensing me not being that far from popping off, Aisha increased the pace of her movements as she began squeezing my shaft with her hand, following after it with her mouth.  
 
    She was going for the kill. 
 
    I tried, I really did, but wasn’t able to hold back for long against her renewed attack, and soon exploded within Aisha’s mouth. She noticed me twitching and parted her lips while placing my tip on top of her tongue as she pumped my erection. I watched as numerous serpents of creamy delicacy shot deep into her throat. 
 
    After I unloaded completely, Aisha cleaned me off, flicking her tongue along the underside of my shaft as she gently sucked out every last drop. Done, she pulled my cock out of her mouth with an audible pop, smiling up at me enchantingly. A few audible gulps followed, and I watched her throat do its work. 
 
    “Hmmm, not that bad,” she commented, licking her lips. 
 
    Not sure if it was due to the thrill of the battle, getting registered with this whole magical System, or just because she was just so damn seductive, I was still rock-hard, ready to go for another round, and ready to take the next step with the drakan goddess. 
 
    I leaned in and planted a kiss on her supple lips. Aisha purred quietly into my mouth and let me push her back onto the bed, showing completely no resistance to my gentle, insistent touch. She clearly wanted to go further too. 
 
    As we kissed, her legs wrapped themselves behind my back again and her hands snuck into my hair. I aimed myself at her leaking slit, teasing the tightly sealed crevice by rubbing up and down the length of her folds with my tip. 
 
    “Wait!” Aisha suddenly stopped the kiss and placed a hand on my underbelly. 
 
    I halted any movements and raised a brow at her. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you are already aware that I’m not exactly completely inexperienced, but technically, I have been reborn into a new body, so…” 
 
    “Ah.” I cocked my head back in understanding. 
 
    “Yeah.” She chuckled. “Never expected to lose that a second time. So, let’s not start things off too crazy, if we can.” 
 
    “Sure.” I pecked her lips. “Now that you brought my attention to these things, though, I realized we have no protection, or contraceptives, if these were more popular in your world. Can the deceased, summoned people even have kids?” 
 
    She smiled at me sweetly. “No need to worry about that. I’ve been taking contraceptives for several days now. You can fill me up to the brim as many times as you want.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I might have snuck a bottle of special pills into one of the shopping carts you left for me to manage.” She grinned up at me cheekily. 
 
    Reaching into the nightstand, Aisha pulled out the container of pills she had mentioned. I wouldn’t have known what they were, unless she told me. Quite sneaky. 
 
    “So.” She captured my attention again, lightly biting on her lower lip. “Can you maybe give me a hand, or something else, to get rid of this very, very annoying itch that has been plaguing me since the moment you pushed me down?” 
 
    My cock throbbed at such an invitation, almost causing me to forget to take it slow with the gorgeous drakan lady. I moved my mouth to gently nibble with my lips on the mesmerizing scales along Aisha’s neck as I pushed my hips forward. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh…” A lusty moan escaped her throat as my tip slipped in. 
 
    Slowly and unhurriedly, her warm embrace received me deeper and deeper. I noticed Aisha wince faintly as I pushed past a slight bit of resistance, but she took it like the badass she was. Soon, I bottomed out inside her incredible pussy, releasing a long, low sigh of pleasure. 
 
    She was literally melting my cock with the heat. The almost scorching hot walls of her channel gripped me tightly as we both waited for Aisha to slowly ease into it. She brushed her fingers through my hair as I nibbled on the crimson scales along her neck, letting out soft sighs and moans of pleasure. 
 
    “Alright, big boy.” Aisha tapped my ass a few times. “We are ready to go. Stop holding back so much and give me your worst. I love how sensual you are, but trust me, I can take a good pounding.” 
 
    I chuckled, moving my face above hers. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Oh, that is very much what I want.” She pecked my lips. “Fuck me like you hate me. MHM!” 
 
    A fraction of a second before she finished speaking, I pulled back and then thrust my hips deep into her. Aisha grunted seductively as she received me and bit on her lower lip again, very happy that I got to it so fast. 
 
    We started kissing as I rocked my hips back and forth, slowly increasing the tempo of my thrusts. My cock rushed through her snug passage repeatedly, spreading her inner walls to the sides with each forceful stab. It was damn wet and blazing hot down here. 
 
    “Mhhhmmmm… Mhhhnnnnn… Mhmmmmm…” 
 
    Aisha began letting out some prolonged grunts and moans into my lips as we made out. We both felt great, and neither of us was afraid of showing it. I answered her cries with the occasional grunt or gasp too. And I didn’t miss the corners of her mouth curling into a smile every time I did. 
 
    I moved my hands to her hips and pushed myself further into her as we finally were getting more into it after the initial phase. Aisha’s palms dropped to the sheets as I raised myself back up onto my knees, and she balled the sheets up in her grip. 
 
    “Ah, fuck… Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Ahhhhh...” 
 
    Her moans were now unobstructed as I had left her lips alone. I thrust myself into her leaking honeypot, holding firmly onto Aisha’s hips and pulling them back in to meet mine at the furthest point of my movements. Our skin slapped together, filling the air inside my apartment with the rhythmic clapping of flesh against flesh. 
 
    I couldn’t get enough of her perfect insides, perfect breasts bouncing up and down right in front of me, perfect scales that hypnotized you with just a single look, and her perfect, sharp features with the hint of a dragon in them. It felt divine to mate with this drakan lady. 
 
    “Ahhh… Ahhnnn… Come on… Ahhhh… Is that all you’ve got? Ahhhnnn…” Aisha taunted me with a sly smile. 
 
    If she wanted me to go hard, I would go hard. 
 
    I dropped myself onto her and rolled us around, ending on the bottom now, with Aisha on top of me. Grabbing her plump butt with both hands, I thrust up into her from below, pulling her down forcefully as I bucked my hips upwards. 
 
    “Ahhhnn… Ahhhh… See? Ahhhh… That’s more like it!” 
 
    Aisha placed her palms on my chest and went after my lips, sending faint vibrations into my mouth as she moaned fervently from the pounding her pussy received. Loud, wet noises joined the cacophony of sound in the bedroom. A bit of her love nectar splashed onto my lower belly each time her spread lower lips slammed into my skin. 
 
    We fucked hard. Almost like animals. I was surprised I’d lasted this long with something this incredible. Now, even my chest was being smushed with Aisha’s pillowy peaks as I drilled her needy love nest. I was sure this state wouldn’t last too long. 
 
    “Mhnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn, fuuuuuuuck!” 
 
    Even as I had this thought, Aisha came on my dick and her pussy coiled around my shaft like nothing I had experienced before. She shuddered, clutching at me with a scorching hot grip. I didn’t stop moving, though. I plowed right through her orgasm, despite how much her body seemed to want to hold me tight and not let me retreat. It brought me that much closer to the edge. 
 
    But, I knew this much wasn’t how she wanted things to go off. And I wanted to properly satisfy my dazzling partner’s needs before I finished too. So, I flipped us over once more so that I could graze my teeth over her hardened nipple, even as I slid a single hand down to her privates. 
 
    “Ahhhhh! Ahhhnnn! Ahhhhhh!” 
 
    Aisha locked me down with her legs, not allowing me to escape. But, I wasn’t planning to. I was going for something much, much better. 
 
    As I ground myself into her mound, my fingers reached around to her lower back along and found a slick surface somewhat similar to skin but slightly harder and infinitely more tender. Trying to find the spot without looking, I probed with my digits until Aisha’s whole body shivered. 
 
    “Oh my fuck! Not the weak spot! Ahhhnnnnnnnn!” 
 
    I grinned and started rubbing my thumb along the underside of her thick tail even more, digging my fingers into the tender flesh. Aisha’s insides tightened around my cock in response, evoking a loud grunt from me, as I’d been hovering on the very edge already. 
 
    “Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck! Too much! Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn!” 
 
    I gave this drakan goddess one last thrust and sent waves of milky seed deep into Aisha’s furthest depths as we both entered our highs at the same time. I bucked my hips forward repeatedly, in time with the pulsing waves of energy that sent each successive jet of creamy seed into her snug passage. 
 
    After a moment, I fell on top of Aisha’s chest, my face landing between her soft breasts. We both panted hard as we came down from our respective highs. I could still feel the heat of her blazing hot walls wrapped around my shaft, still buried balls deep in Aisha's exquisite pussy. 
 
    A light chuckle caused my head to bounce a little. “Going after the tail is cheating.” 
 
    I smiled, looking up to meet the drakan lady’s gaze. “It’s the only way weak humans like myself can perform at a satisfactory level.” 
 
    She pulled me up and I flopped onto the bed by her side. We looked at each other, still breathing heavily; our bodies stained with uncountable droplets of sweat. It made Aisha’s glistening skin look so much more appealing. 
 
    “So…” I began to break the silence. “Was I overthinking things too much, as I always do, and made you wait for too long?” 
 
    Aisha raised a brow at me and chuckled again, leaning in to peck my lips as her palm ran over my abs. 
 
    “Let’s just say that I don’t let just any random guy push me down after he makes me laugh once or twice,” she answered with a sly grin. 
 
    I smiled back at her and pulled Aisha closer. She rested her forehead on my chest and took a deep breath as we both relaxed a bit more. 
 
    Then, our wrists buzzed. 
 
    Like fucking mad. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13
To Be an Overlord 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We glanced at our respective watches almost at the same time, bringing our wrists between us. 
 
    “The rewards are already here?” Aisha wondered. 
 
    “Did fifteen minutes really fly by while we were going at it?” I asked. 
 
    She let out a soft chuckle. “Time flies when you are having fun. I know I certainly did.” 
 
    I smiled back at her as she peered into my eyes with a faint smirk. No doubt, I’d had just as much fun as she did. It was an incredible experience. 
 
    But, we were now both curious about the unexpected vibrations, so I flicked my wrist first, pulling the notification up into a hologram. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have succeeded in making a Subordinate fully submit themselves to you for the very first time! 
 
    Your Class will now unlock its full potential! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” I frowned at the floating, semi-transparent rectangle. “I don’t remember there being a feature like that.” 
 
    “Now that I think of it, the other Overlords brought up the word submission quite often. I thought it was just their thing, how they treated their minions like slaves or something, but it seems to be bigger than that,” Aisha commented casually. 
 
    “This thing literally says that you have… submitted yourself to me. Are you really fine with that?” 
 
    “I mean… It’s not exactly lying…”  
 
    Aisha bit on her lower lip while glancing away briefly. I spotted the faintest trace of a blush on her cheeks.  
 
    “I’m technically your summoned servant, a slave, yet you have only ever viewed me as an equal, from the very beginning. I might have grown a little fond of you over time. I don’t really mind being under you. Even if you lack the characteristic drakan boldness a little.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you boldness, alright.” 
 
    I pushed myself onto Aisha while catching her wrists and landed on top of her body. A wide smile painted her lips as I stole them from above and she purred in satisfaction. I went after her tongue for a good minute before backing away. 
 
    “Bold enough?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ll come around.” She smiled back at me. “Now, I wouldn’t mind another round, but I imagine I’m not the only one curiosity is eating away at.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I sat up and extended a hand to her. Aisha took it and raised herself up too. Before I summoned the rest of the notifications, she wiggled herself around to nestle her booty in my lap as I sat cross-legged, almost rousing the beast from its well-earned slumber. The little wink and grin she gave me over her shoulder told me she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around her sides, I brought the projection up in front of the two of us. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    The nature of your path will be chosen in correspondence with the character of your first submission. 
 
    Submission achieved through acts of: Passion, Desire, Fondness, Care. 
 
    Additional note: Subordinate submitted willingly. 
 
    Due to the aforementioned variables, Class Overlord becomes Overlord of Lust. 
 
    All following submissions must abide by the assumed nature. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre: Position changed from Subordinate to Bonded. 
 
    Lifting restrictions placed on the user's System for: Bonded. 
 
    Bonded can now interact with the user’s System on their behalf. The extent of control each Bonded is granted may be customized in the Subordinate Management submenu. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Summon Bonded (F) 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Recall Bonded (F) 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Touch of Love (F) 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Red String (F) 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Together We Stand (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “That’s… a whole lot to take in.” I blinked a few times at the series of notifications. 
 
    “Looks like I will be able to help you out even more on your PC now, doesn’t it?” Aisha wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s nice. We’ll have to check that customization thing out.” 
 
    “Going to make sure I don’t clean your account of all the savings and run away from you?” She chuckled playfully. 
 
    “Are you thinking of running away?” I raised a brow at her. 
 
    Aisha wiggled herself into me more, achieving a more comfortable position, and exhaled softly. 
 
    “No way. It’s too good here. And this is just the beginning.” 
 
    “Did your watch have the same notifications?” I asked and Aisha mirrored my actions. 
 
    Another projection joined mine, side-by-side. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You have willingly submitted to: Lucas King. 
 
    Position changed from Subordinate to Bonded. 
 
    Due to your decision, you will be able to enjoy future benefits through your Overlord. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    New General Ability Unlocked: For the King (F) 
 
    New General Ability Unlocked: Unwavering Loyalty (F) 
 
    New General Ability Unlocked: Red String (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    A tame blush surfaced on Aisha’s fair skin once more as our eyes read over the line announcing her willing submission. I had a feeling that she was a tad embarrassed to admit it openly, and the System didn’t exactly mince its words. It looked like even my daring drakan had a thing or two that could make her a little shy. 
 
    We quickly noticed that one skill showed up in both of our announcements. It was the Red String thing. The rest all seemed different, at least at a first glance. We would have a lot of abilities to check in a moment. I must have received this many due to my level. They had been kept back and only just caught up. 
 
    “So,” I began. “From how it was phrased, it seems there must be other ways for an Overlord to make their Subordinates submit. And from what you have told me so far, I get a feeling those aren’t nearly as nice as my means. I’m unsure yet if I’m glad I’ll have to use pleasure instead of something else on any future Subordinates.” 
 
    “I remember one of them calling himself the Overlord of Pain. I thought it was part of an act, since two-part Class titles aren’t easy to achieve, and I met them quite early. But, thinking about it now, that might explain why he kept whipping his Subordinates all the time.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, resting it on Aisha’s shoulder as she turned to look at me from the corner of her draconic eye. 
 
    “That could explain why this Class felt a little lackluster in the game. I don’t think there were systems in place to interact with NPCs this deeply. The game’s Overlord might have been stuck in its infant stage. That might also be why it was pulled, not that long after release.” 
 
    A little curious, I glanced around for my phone. Then, I remembered that it had been in my pocket before we had gotten into it and a bit of cold sweat broke out over me. I remembered Aisha had flung them across the room, but hadn’t cared at that point where they ended up. I quickly located my pants hanging over one corner of the headboard against the wall and extended my hand towards them. 
 
    They were light, and close enough for me to pull them to me with Telekinesis. Soon, the wrinkled piece of clothing flew towards me. I felt it consume a bit more mana than it should have, so I exhaled in relief. It seemed that my phone was still inside the pocket. 
 
    Aisha caught the flying trousers and, guessing my intentions, pulled the device out, handing it to me. 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave one of the scales on her neck a peck and she smiled at me warmly. 
 
    Then, I turned the display on and navigated to the Wiki. The page for Overlord didn’t show any new, useful information, so I assumed that it wasn’t reactive to one’s state and was only a static site, as I had guessed at first. But, hey, it was worth a shot. 
 
    Unfortunately, there were no entries about Overlord of Lust. 
 
    “The data in the Wiki is still provided by the Defenders who work for the guild—or the company, as you keep calling it—so it’s not a surprise that not everything is in there. The company moderates the content, to ensure it is safe and to prevent malicious or misleading input making it onto the Wiki, but it doesn’t force people to share. And most Defenders tend to be quite secretive about themselves,” Aisha reminded me. 
 
    “And considering that most Overlords are probably total jerks, it’s even less probable they would share,” I added. 
 
    She chuckled softly. “True.” 
 
    “But, there’s still the Forums to check. There’s always that one person who asks about anything, so there might be threads related to our situation out there.” 
 
    I used both hands to quicken the process of tapping keywords in the search bar and opened various threads that seemed like they might be at least a near hit in numerous tabs. I started checking them, one by one, scanning the posts inside with great attention. 
 
    Since I didn’t want to leave Aisha out of it and I was zooming through copious amounts of text, I read some stuff out loud, whenever it felt decently informative, or somehow related to what we were looking for. 
 
    We quickly learned that there were tens of different paths for an Overlord to take, and people often discovered them exactly through forcing their first Subordinate into submission. I said forcing, because all of the things we had stumbled onto in the Forums had nothing to do with free will. 
 
    The questions that came up the most often regarded the Overlord of Pain. As we had first assumed, physical abuse was the staple element of that path. Supposedly, the more pain the Overlord brought to their Subordinates, after beating them into submission, the more bonuses the person received. 
 
    Sick. And not in the good sense. 
 
    But, that wasn’t exactly the worst. We found mentions of Overlords of Agony, Torment, Fear, Madness, Death, and so on. There were always questions about how to maximize these elements, when dealing with one’s Subordinates. 
 
    And, there was one more thing. We stumbled on infrequent mention of higher paths of an Overlord. These were supposedly much more efficient and powerful. They revolved around the seven deadly sins—Envy, Gluttony, Greed, Pride, Sloth, Wrath, and… Lust. 
 
    Although, unfortunately for me, the last one was non-existent on the Forums. I wondered why for a moment, but then remembered how the notifications had explicitly mentioned willingness and passion. If things were a bit more forced, then perhaps the path switched to one of the other ones like Torment or Pain. 
 
    That made me feel slightly better about the whole thing, but still didn’t exactly make it completely right. I was clearly part of a very abusive system, no matter how it was presented. It looked like either there were no positive paths, or all the people with this Class were complete psychos who had only figured out the abusive ones. 
 
    Aisha’s fingers running through my hair and a peck on the side of my forehead brought me out of my contemplation. I glanced at her. 
 
    “Somehow, I can tell what you are thinking about. Perhaps it’s one of those benefits that comes with being Bonded.” She smiled softly. “One’s Class is no different than one’s weapon. And a weapon is just that, a weapon, a tool. It’s the wielder that dictates how it performs. And you seem like a good wielder. With quite a decent weapon, at that.” She smirked at me, skipping with her eyes a little lower. 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. “I know. It’s just a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Let’s jump under the shower to clear your head before continuing, then,” Aisha suggested and crawled off my lap, giving me an incredible view of her butt and her tail, and everything that entailed. “I’m so sticky, I could barely pull myself off you.” She chuckled, giving me a wink over her shoulder. 
 
    I stared at her beautiful tail’s slow, mesmerizing dance right in front of me for a few seconds before closing my eyes and shaking my head to escape its seductive snare. I swear she knew exactly what kind of effect she had on me. 
 
    “AH!” 
 
    I landed a juicy slap on the mischievous drakan’s ass as I crawled closer to her on my knees.  
 
    “Changed your mind and switching to pain now?” she teased. 
 
    Aisha watched me with a sly smile that turned coy when she realized I was going to pick her up in my arms. She didn’t resist and I soon stepped off the bed with her in a princess carry, heading towards the bathroom. 
 
    I let my drakan companion down next to the shower and she jumped in first, turning the water on. She extended a hand to me and helped me get in too, quickly grabbing the valves afterward and changing their position a little. 
 
    “You didn’t have to adjust the temperature just for me,” I said. 
 
    She smiled and pressed herself into my chest under the stream. “I don’t need it to always be blazing hot. I appreciate the thought, but let’s both enjoy it properly. Now, turn around.” 
 
    Raising a brow at the red-haired beauty, I complied with the command. The sound of a gel bottle getting picked up, opened, and squeezed soon reached my ears. 
 
    I readied myself to get scrubbed, but flinched a little when something pleasantly soft, covered in a slimy substance pressed into my back. Aisha’s hands slid onto my chest from behind and her head popped up over my shoulder. 
 
    “The sponge fell out of bounds.” 
 
    She gave me a mischievous smile as I glanced over my shoulder at her questioningly and she began to rub her breasts into my back while trailing her fingers over my abs and pecs. She traced sensual circles over all of me, grazing my back with her hardened nipples, her face disappearing from my shoulder now and then as she moved lower. 
 
    The dragon was rising again. 
 
    “You are doing this on purpose,” I accused her. 
 
    Aisha popped up over my shoulder again with a grin. “Am I?” 
 
    She then ducked under my armpit and appeared in front of me, still pressing her heavenly bosom covered in shower gel and bubbles into my skin. Wrapping her arms tightly around my sides, she hugged me and started shimmying up and down while staring intently into my eyes. 
 
    I lost myself in those charming crimson irises and let Aisha do as she pleased, pleasing me quite a bit in the process too. She soon had my entire front covered in the soapy gel before dropping to her knees. I quickly figured out what was going on and hastily supported myself against the nearby wall. 
 
    “Ohhh, damn…” 
 
    Without a warning, Aisha wrapped her impressive tits around my once-again hard cock, and proceeded to smother it with her amazing breasts. She stared back up at me with a smirk, as she used her hands to squeeze her boobs together. My rod popped out of her cleavage now and then, getting caressed as it got all cleaned up. 
 
    After a few moments, she extended one arm towards the flowing water and rinsed junior off a little before leaning down and sucking the tip into her hot mouth, resuming the smushing soon after. 
 
    “Fuck… That’s not how cleaning is supposed to go…” 
 
    She chuckled around my member, sending faint vibrations into my glans and shaft.  
 
    This damned vixen. She had been aiming for this since the beginning, no doubt. 
 
    Aisha continued to lick and suck on my tip while running her soft breasts over my cock, just not high enough to bring the foam and bubbles up to her mouth. It turned a little awkward at a few points when she had to stop and rinse me off a bit, lest she got a mouthful of bubbles, but it felt incredible, nonetheless. 
 
    It didn’t take long before I was ready to blow and placed a hand on her head, running my fingers through her damp crimson hair. She took the hint and hollowed out her cheeks as she sucked on me strongly, pretty much milking me dry as I groaned and sent waves of seed splashing across her tongue. 
 
    After swallowing this time too, she rinsed off both my member and her chest, standing up to lean into me. Throwing her arms around my neck, she smiled smugly. 
 
    “Is your head clearer now?” 
 
    I gazed down into her eyes for a brief moment before leaning forward to kiss her on the lips. Her smile grew a little as we pursued each other’s mouths. 
 
    “I think I may be in love,” I replied as we parted. 
 
    Aisha snorted, rolling her eyes. “Men. Blow them once or twice and they start planning a life together with you.” 
 
    I raised a brow at her. “Do I have to remind you which one of us submitted ourselves to the other one after only one good dicking? OW!” 
 
    With a faint trace of rosiness dusting her cheeks, she whipped my ankle with the tip of her tail. “Zip it.” 
 
    I chuckled and raised my hands in defeat. Aisha smirked and proceeded to finish washing me like normal this time, using the gel and her hands instead of her breasts. We jumped under the running water together to rinse off. 
 
    “I’m surprised I had the energy for a third time,” I commented as we enjoyed the water. 
 
    “Maybe that upgrade helped you out too. Also, don’t forget you are now a different man than before you became a Defender. Higher constitution and vitality might also be part of that,” Aisha explained. 
 
    We finished getting the soap off ourselves and I turned to her. 
 
    “Alright. My turn,” I announced, starting to roam my hands over Aisha’s skin. 
 
    “You don’t have to. I just wanted to help you relax a little. We can wrap up here and get back to the notifications.” 
 
    “No can do. I can’t leave a favor unrewarded. What kind of a man would that make me?” I smiled. 
 
    Aisha bit down on her lower lip briefly, giving me a faint nod. She gasped quietly as I pressed her into the wall with my body, making sure I wasn’t too forceful. Just enough to ensure it was fun for her, was the goal. 
 
    “Let’s make sure these are squeaky clean.” My hands moved to her perfect breasts. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” 
 
    She gazed into my face as I gently massaged her mountains, giving proper affection to the peaks at their top too. I rubbed and kneaded them tenderly, observing Aisha’s reaction to judge how she was feeling.  
 
    Before she got bored of it, my palms slithered down her stomach and Aisha’s mouth opened involuntarily as my fingers brushed over her warm slit. I took that chance to steal her lips and slip my tongue inside her mouth, at the same time, slipping two fingers inside her snug passage. 
 
    “Mhhhhmmmmm…” 
 
    Aisha moaned into my mouth as I began tickling her insides. I used my free arm to press her more into the wall, bracing my forearm horizontally slightly below her shoulders. Our tongues tangled together as I fingered her pussy from below, releasing wet noises into the air. 
 
    We separated a bit as I increased the pace, rubbing her sensitive clit with my thumb as well. I admired Aisha’s exquisite, sharp features as we stared into one another’s eyes, my fingers still working in and out of her pink flower. 
 
    “Are you close?” I smirked at her. “Are you going to come?” 
 
    “Make me.” She sneered playfully. 
 
    So I did. 
 
    Aisha’s eyelashes fluttered as I pushed her more into the wall and began drilling her pussy with my curved digits. My palm slapped against her wet mound almost violently as I permitted the alluring drakan no mercy. 
 
    “Ahhhh, fuuuccckkkkkkkkk…” Aisha cursed sensually as her body started to shudder. 
 
    I felt her internal walls squeeze my fingers as she orgasmed. Until I was sure she got wholly off, I kept nudging her petals and the shy little pearl above them, staring at her cumming face with a wide smile. She panted heavily after regaining full control. 
 
    “You are welcome,” I whispered into her ear afterward, leaning back to pull my fingers out of her warm pussy. 
 
    Then, I properly took care of her and washed Aisha all over, not forgetting the actual reason why we had walked in here. The main objective had been slightly delayed, delightfully so, but it remained important, nevertheless. 
 
    After wrapping things up, we stepped out of the shower and Aisha grabbed a fresh bath towel, heading towards the door while drying herself up. Seeing that I stood there motionlessly, she turned my way. 
 
    “What? Nobody else is here. Unless you mind?” 
 
    I just shook my head with a smile and waved her on. Aisha moved out into the apartment in her birthday suit, like it was something natural. I followed after her shortly, grabbing a towel for myself too. 
 
    The sight of her glorious, naked body strolling through my place was something else. She looked completely free and unrestrained, as much as the circumstances of our current life contradicted that. 
 
    “Don’t even think about getting near the PC, or I’m going to spank you,” I warned her as she paraded around. 
 
    Aisha looked towards the computer with a mischievous smile on her lips, as if she was actually considering it for a moment, before nodding to me. We quickly wiped ourselves off and pulled on some clothes, so as not to remain buck naked. We had to get a move on soon, if we wanted to get as much as we could out of the collapsing Dungeon. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s see what all those skills are about. And the rewards. They should be in already.” 
 
    I sat down in front of the monitor and Aisha joined me by my side.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14
First Payroll 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So… The rewards first?” Aisha raised a brow at me curiously. 
 
    “Sure. You said not to expect explosions from the Tutorial Dungeon, but I’m excited about our first payroll, nevertheless.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Considering all the things that have happened since the moment you summoned me, I think I shouldn't expect your rewards to be anything like mine were back in the day.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll take more any time.” 
 
    Moving the cursor over to click on the DCI Hub, I took a look around the interface with a bunch of rounded, rectangular tiles. I wondered how exactly I would be able to check the announcement of the rewards, since all previous notifications had shown up either on my phone or my smartwatch. But I quickly noticed a small, pulsing icon in the top right corner of the screen. 
 
    After clicking it, a semi-transparent window with the same style as the other notifications popped up. We immediately got to reading. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Your clear rewards have been fully calculated and approved by your supervisor! 
 
    Thank you for your hard work, Lucas King! 
 
    Keep it up, and you will soon be promoted from Intern to Junior! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Finishing the job netted you enough experience to raise your levels! 
 
    Lucas King: Level 4 -> Level 5 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 5 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Intimidate (F) 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre: Level 4 -> Level 5 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 5 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Unlocked: Piercing Roar (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we are at five now,” Aisha commented. 
 
    “Seems like it. Two more skills to check out. Although, mine sounds fairly self-explanatory,” I replied. 
 
    “Come on, get to the interesting stuff already. How much did you earn?” she urged. 
 
    “I’m scrolling, I’m scrolling, chill.” I chuckled and spun the wheel to show the rest of the text. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Clear Reward: 400 D$ 
 
    Perfect Clear Bonus: 200 D$ 
 
    Time Remaining Bonus: 140 D$ 
 
    Total Currency Earned: 740 D$ 
 
    Current Account Balance: 1274 D$ 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Over double my first payday. But, then again, I did not have the Perfect Clear Bonus. And we took our time finding all the little green fuckers in the tunnels,” Aisha replied. 
 
    “It doesn’t exactly feel like a fortune, considering our recent expenses, but it’s something at least.” I stared at the numbers while doing the currency conversion in my head. 
 
    “The bigger and more dangerous Dungeons will get your account rolling in no time. And, we still need to haul some Darksteel Ore out here to sell, not to mention the Kobolds’ nuclei and claws, so that should earn us a buck or two.” 
 
    “Right. Too bad the shields and pikes of the Kobold Phalanxes were reduced to splinters.” 
 
    “Hey. You can’t hold a Berserker accountable for what she does while in rage. That’s common knowledge.” Aisha pouted at me, and we both laughed. 
 
    “Anyway, the next part might actually help us make some space for the loot,” I said, scrolling the notifications down a bit further. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ADDITIONAL REWARDS 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Residence Upgrade Permit x01 
 
    Dungeon Shop Discount Coupon -10% OFF x01 
 
    Minor Recovery Potion x05 
 
    Minor Mana Potion x05 
 
    Set of Stylized Armor: Mountainrock Kobold Theme x01 
 
    Random Weapon Box: Mountainrock Kobold Theme x01 
 
    Mountainrock Kobold Scale x50 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot about those, since I didn’t get a Perfect Clear all that often, but you do get themed equipment from it. Don’t expect much from gear of this level, but it should at least look nice, and we can always sell it,” Aisha explained. 
 
    “You can’t say no to free stuff.” I shrugged. “We got a shitload of scales, though. At least that’s how it feels like. I bet you need many times more than that to craft something useful, though, so their price shouldn’t be that high.” 
 
    “We can always save them. Who knows, maybe we’ll run into someone proficient in armorsmithing or some other artisanal professions inside the Dungeon. Or you could summon them as a Subordinate. You thought about this already, didn’t you?” Aisha glanced at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. There are a few production-oriented Classes I’m considering adding to our team. But, that’s a thought for the future. We could expand my apartment with various workshops and make things from what we gather during our delves, like our own potions, other consumables, or even gear,” I explained. 
 
    Aisha nodded. “But, to do that, we’ll need a lot of money or Residence Upgrade Permits. And Subordinate Tokens, to recruit people.” 
 
    “That’s why I was hoping we might get one already, but I guess it was too much to expect from a Tutorial Dungeon’s clearance reward.” I sighed. 
 
    “Too bad. But that means I’ll get to spend some more time alone with you before another person moves in, so I can’t say I’m that unhappy about it.” Aisha smiled at me playfully, giving me the look. 
 
    “And there’s that too.” I chuckled, smiling back at her. “I’ll have to make this place actually accommodating for multiple people, and not just in terms of workshops and utility rooms.” 
 
    “Just recruit only girls and problem solved,” she suggested with a faint shrug. “We can all sleep together in the same bed—changing it into a bigger one won’t be nearly as costly as additional bedrooms.” 
 
    “What?” I blinked at her. 
 
    “What?” Aisha raised a brow at me. “You’ll have to fuck them into submission anyway, so it will be a decent start.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait.” I waved my hands at my drakan partner. “Firstly, not everyone has to become Bonded like you. Remaining a Subordinate should be fine. And secondly, are you fine with that?” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Me sleeping with other women.” 
 
    “You mean fucking?” 
 
    “Uhhh, well, yeah.” 
 
    There was a brief pause and Aisha exploded into a belly laugh. 
 
    “You should see your face right now, hahaha!” She pointed at me and slowly calmed down. “Why wouldn’t I be? Wait. Don’t tell me this is one of those realms where you can’t legally have multiple partners. Or worse, some god forbids it.” 
 
    “There are a few places around the world like that, but technically speaking, polygamy isn’t bad, per se.” I smiled wryly. 
 
    “I see. I honestly hate those limiting realms. You can’t really say you live a free life there,” Aisha shared. “Anyway, judging by your reaction, I assume it’s not like that here, but in my realm, it was nothing new for an attractive, powerful guy to have many women with him, or vice versa. And amongst drakan, harems and reverse harems were especially popular, revolving around a strong individual of either gender.” 
 
    “So, since you can easily overpower me, would that make it more of your harem than mine?” I smirked at her. 
 
    Aisha snickered. “Lucky for you, pure physical strength isn't the only thing I’m after. And the same goes for many other women. It’s overrated. Especially amongst physically gifted races.” 
 
    We stared at each other in silence for a brief moment until she shrugged. 
 
    “Anyway, back to the topic at hand, go for it. I’m honestly looking a little forward to seeing how you will appease another woman.” She chuckled mischievously. “You can’t do anything too forceful, due to your path, and I doubt you’d ever try something like that, anyway. This might be a great show.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s been only like a week since we met, and you already sound like you know me inside out.” 
 
    Aisha smiled. “You certainly don’t hide who you are behind a fake mask. I hope it stays that way. You just need to grow a pair, so that it doesn’t look like I’m under someone without a spine. But, you are on a good path to do that.” 
 
    “I thought I’d shown you enough of my pair for one day.” I raised my brows at her. 
 
    She sniggered, squinting her eyes afterward. “I was going easy on you, human.” 
 
    “Alright.” I waved a hand. “Let’s end this flirting right here. Regarding what you said, we’ll cross that bridge when the time comes. First, we should actually check what kind of benefits becoming a Bonded carries with it.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I can agree with that. Let’s check the skills. It sounds like we got a few things connected to your… advancement? Or something like that. But, one more thing. You are going to use the permit for a storage chamber, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. That’s the best option, for now. I might have considered otherwise, if we would have gotten a Subordinate Token out of this. Any qualms about setting that up?” 
 
    Aisha shook her head. “None. I see that you took my suggestion to heart. Thank you.” 
 
    “It was a valuable suggestion.” I smiled warmly. “Now. Without further ado.” 
 
    With all the reward notifications out of the way, I navigated to the Status section, and we began checking out what exactly the skills I had just received actually did. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Summon Bonded (F) 
 
    You can call your Bonded to your side at any time, almost anywhere, through the unbreakable bond that binds you together. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Recharge Time: 12h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Recall Bonded (F) 
 
    You can send your Bonded back to your Personal Domain, at any time, through the unbreakable bond that binds you together. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Recharge Time: 12h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Wow. That’s incredible.” Aisha beamed with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Definitely. I could teleport you back if you get critically wounded or when things get dicey. And, in the future, I will be able to instantly call for backup.” 
 
    She turned to me with an excited expression. “No, you don’t get it. It’s close to impossible to use any transport magic to get into and out of your Personal Domain. It’s a sealed dimension, remember? Wizards usually have to set up arrays in front of it instead. This is really big.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess that does make it seem almost OP now. But, even so, there are so many ways it could be utilized. My head is bursting with ideas. I’m already starting to like this path of an Overlord.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure you do. You’ll get to enjoy its benefits a lot.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her, even as a small smile forced itself onto my lips. She wasn’t exactly wrong. 
 
    “Next one, then.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Touch of Love (F) 
 
    Being an Overlord of Lust, your domain over mental and physical pleasure has an impactful effect on your Bonded and a minor one on your Subordinates. Through acts that please the target, which doesn’t necessarily have to revolve around carnal pleasure, you can strengthen them for a limited period of time. 
 
    Subordinate: 
 
    Minor Vitality Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Minor Spiritual Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Minor Fatigue Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Bonded: 
 
    Regular Vitality Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Regular Spiritual Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Regular Fatigue Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Attributes: +10-50% (12-24h) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me for a moment.” 
 
    I stood up and moved behind Aisha while she observed me curiously. She looked back up at me as I placed my hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “Relax a little if you would.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to face the front again, taking a deep breath. I started to gently knead her shoulders, trying to remember that one time we had a guy invited to my old job’s office, who was supposed to show us a trick or two to help our coworkers chill out a little. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm… Ohhhhhh… Oh! Ohhhhh…” Aisha began releasing occasional, quiet moans and trembled a bit under my fingers. 
 
    I kept it up for a minute or two, putting as much effort into it as I could, before gradually withdrawing. 
 
    “Decent?” I asked. 
 
    “More than decent, I would say. It felt really nice,” she answered with a smile. 
 
    I smiled back and sat down by her side again, moving to Subordinate Management to take a peek at her status. And, sure enough, there were some additional numbers in brackets beside the regular values of her attributes, along with a timer counting down from twelve hours at the top of the section and a note that the buff’s strength was twenty-five percent. I spotted the icon to show the list of the boosts too, counting down from six hours. 
 
    “Shit. I just realized that this was pointless.” I slapped my forehead. 
 
    “Why?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    “After I got the skills, we had some fun in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Ah. So, the effect of this ability was already applied. Oh well. At least I got a free massage.” She chuckled. 
 
    “I wanted to see how much of a benefit something non-sexual gave, but I guess we’ll have to check that out later.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to like you experimenting with this.” Aisha smirked at me and I shook my head with a smile. “What’s next?” 
 
    Returning to my own Status, I brought up the next new skill. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Red String (F) 
 
    An everlasting thread of fate links you with all your Bonded, allowing you to sense their presence perfectly, no matter the circumstances. 
 
    Distance: 5 km 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Relatively simple, but another banger of a skill. It combines with Thought Communication perfectly,” I said. 
 
    “No wonder Overlords always seemed kind of strong with a kit like this. Well, keeping in mind that other paths might work differently, of course.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the submission part. This is only for Bonded.” 
 
    Aisha smirked at me, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. We moved to the previous to last of my new skills. I wondered what she had gotten out of this. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Together We Stand (F) 
 
    The presence of Bonded by your side fills you with power, as they share their strength with you to overcome adversity as one. 
 
    Attributes: +10% of the Bonded companion’s values (per person) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I see. That’s where my numbers in brackets came from. I was wondering if there was a pleasure bonus for me, too, but this explains it.” I nodded to myself, rubbing my chin. 
 
    “This just screams at you to get more women.” Aisha gestured at the monitor with both hands. “Or men.” She paused. “Are you into that?” 
 
    “I think you can guess the answer to that.” I smiled at her. 
 
    “Right. Just making sure.” She winked at me. “Anyway, the more the better for you. I’m sure that bonus will rise with the skill’s rank too. This can be big in the future. Hesitating about making more Subordinates into Bonded would be doing yourself a huge disservice.” 
 
    “I get it. I’m not really… opposed to this, but let’s see who we end up with first. The benefits are great, but it’s not like I should instantly shove this onto every single person we recruit from day one. I feel like it’s more of a long-term commitment.” 
 
    Aisha pondered for a moment and nodded. “You are right. I might be pushing on it too much. It’s just so exciting. I’ve never heard about anything like it. You are really making my second round an interesting one.” 
 
    I chuckled softly. “I’m glad. And, to make it even more interesting, let’s move to your skills now.” 
 
    “Finally.”  
 
    Aisha showed me a wide smile and her tail began swaying much more actively, betraying her eagerness. It looked utterly sexy and completely adorable. I could check up on Intimidate later. We both could guess what it did, more or less. 
 
    Moving to the Subordinate Menu again, I began clicking on her new skills. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    For the King (F) 
 
    Your desire to serve and protect your Overlord resonates with his other Bonded. Your power rises with each person by your side who shares the same bond as you do. Together, you are indomitable. 
 
    Attributes: +10% (per person) 
 
    Fortitude: +10% (per person) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Nice. I get some bonuses depending on the number of your Bonded too. It’s a little different and will always be a little behind, but hey, this will make me so much stronger. I really hit the jackpot getting summoned by you, didn’t I?” Aisha chuckled, sending me a glance. 
 
    “I told you. I’ll turn you into the best Berserker in this… universe?” I shrugged with a smile. “Now I have even more tools at my disposal to do so. I’m glad to know that the entire team is going to be gaining from this, though.” 
 
    “Soon, we will be busting through Dungeons like dwarves through cheap bars! We need to clear the next one fast and grab the Subordinate Token!” 
 
    “Right, right. Don’t get too hyped. We won’t get anywhere, if we end up dead in some dark, underground alley.” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, that would be a shame. I wonder how your Class functions as a servant, though,” Aisha mused. 
 
    “Who knows? I’ll keep praying I won’t get the chance to find out.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to keep you alive, then.” 
 
    “Much appreciated.” I nodded to my drakan Berserker. “Now. One more to go.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Unwavering Loyalty (F) 
 
    The figure of your Overlord inspires you and raises your morale. It’s close to impossible to shake your spirit, or take control of your mind. There’s only one person you submit to, and nothing else will ever top that. 
 
    Immunity to: Minor Mind Control, Lesser Mind Control, Mind Control. 
 
    High resistance to: Greater Mind Control. 
 
    Partial resistance to: Major Mind Control. 
 
    Mental Resistance +100% 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Some safety is always welcome,” Aisha commented. “Especially against Mind Control. Not many monsters are able to use it, but it’s the people you should fear the most. I’m really glad this is here, even if it doesn’t seem all that big at a first glance.” 
 
    “I can easily tell how big this is. I bet it reaches full immunity in the higher ranks. Might be tricky to rank up, though.” 
 
    “True. I would most likely have to fight back against such attempts. Well, unless we come across a monster that will let us use it to train, we can’t do much about it. I assume resisting your Command won’t help.” 
 
    I nodded. “I would think so too. All these skills technically revolve around me, so it’s very likely. This one protects you from the influence of others. We can always try, but I think it would only bring you discomfort.” 
 
    “Maybe one day. This level of protection is already pretty great.” 
 
    “So, that’s all you got from me. Want to check out the Piercing Roar?” I asked. 
 
    Aisha shook her head. “No need. I know it well. It just staggers enemies in a certain area around me. No real new skills for me at this level, not yet.” 
 
    “That might change soon, especially as we begin to alter your current path a little.” 
 
    “I’m very much looking forward to experiencing that.” She smiled. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get the storage upgrade off our list and move back into the Dungeon. We’ve wasted quite a bit of time in here, instead of collecting our hard-earned spoils of war.” 
 
    “If I had to do it over again, I would gladly choose wasting time with you, the very same way.” Aisha winked at me. 
 
    I chuckled. “You sure would. Same for me, though. I’ll make sure we take some time to properly waste every now and then.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” 
 
    I moved to the Residence Management submenu, and we began pondering together over the placement of our new storage chamber. Using the permit, we would receive a room twice the size of the bathroom, already equipped with some shelves, weapon and armor racks, and a few additional chests. 
 
    We dragged the flashing rectangle all around the floor schematics of my apartment, finally placing it behind the bathroom, along the wall which extended towards the main section of the apartment, back where the sleeping area was. 
 
    I had to remove one wardrobe from between the bathroom’s wall and the bed, since that would be where the entrance to our new storage would pop up. It was fun. One moment, it was there, and then another—after I’d clicked on the furniture to move it into the construction inventory—it was gone. Poof. No wardrobe. 
 
    Fucking magic. 
 
    Then, I set the storage down and the room shook slightly. I wondered if anyone else in the building felt it, but I was literally sitting in a sealed dimension that could expand infinitely, so there was no way in hell my actions affected normal people in any way. 
 
    Did that mean we had soundproof walls? I guess we would learn sooner or later, when someone came to complain about how loud we had been just recently. 
 
    After adding the storage chamber to my apartment, a reinforced wooden door popped into existence, exactly where the wardrobe had been. We stood up and walked up to it. I had no issue opening it and we both peered inside. 
 
    The space was truly twice as big as the bathroom. The shelves and other things were arranged neatly in rows along the walls and through the middle of the room. Wall sconces glowed along the wall at regular intervals, lit by crystals that gave off a warm, gentle light that filled the whole place. 
 
    Cozy. Real cozy. 
 
    We quickly moved the chests standing near the bed into this new storage and began preparing for a scavenging hunt. We didn’t want to miss out on some sweet loot because we took too long admiring the new things and our rewards. That could always happen later. 
 
    So, we geared up, picking out the biggest backpacks and bags, before heading out to earn some more money. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15
Cleaning Up 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how much time do we have left?” Aisha asked after we locked the entrance to my apartment behind us. 
 
    “You should now be able to check such things through your watch. Here, let me show you how.” 
 
    I stepped closer to her side and lifted Aisha’s wrist. She observed my intentionally slow motions as I switched the holographic display on. Then, moving my finger over the glass surface, I navigated through the mobile DCI Hub app and brought it to the Assignments menu, where the information about the Dungeons could be found. 
 
    After tapping on the Tutorial Dungeon, we checked the timer. It showed that we had slightly over twenty-two hours left to explore the closing Dungeon. For a few more minutes, I helped Aisha operate the device, under my guidance. It was much more difficult than using a smartphone, because the phone’s bigger screen made everything so much easier. But, at least, there was the holo function. 
 
    “I’m only starting to understand how to use this, but I’m already wondering how I was able to function without this little gadget in my previous life. It’s so easy to check my status and other things,” Aisha commented as she navigated through different sections. 
 
    “I guess the dwarves you have mentioned a few times in the past, haven’t made such things yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No way. Some magitech was popular, yes, but this is way too advanced and widespread. You could only find the most useful things in dwarven domains and lands. It seems like anyone in your realm can get their hands on something like this.” 
 
    “True. But I don’t think they can get a magical version, which supposedly was made by some dwarves working for my company.” 
 
    Aisha shrugged. “I can see how they would thrive in this realm. I can’t wait to see what other magitech wonders I’ll get to experience with you. For sure, this is not the best they can offer.” 
 
    I chuckled. “First, we need to earn some money. I don’t think my kind supporter will keep showering us with expensive gifts each time we clear a Dungeon.” 
 
    “What are we still standing here for, then?” Aisha smirked and rested her axe on her shoulder. “Let’s grab as much stuff as we can before the connection gets cut off.” 
 
    “Alright. In the meanwhile, let’s test a few of our new skills.” I nodded. “This is the perfect environment to do so, and the safest.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    “Red String, first and foremost. You can now display the image of the map with your watch. Let’s split up and meet in the middle.” I brought up the projection between us from my device to show what I meant. 
 
    Aisha slowly navigated through a few menus and managed to find the gallery by herself, bringing up her map between us. I planned to check if there were any simple apps that could perhaps use GPS or other sensors possibly installed in the watch to place a dot on the image and move it according to the changing position of the device. 
 
    If there weren’t, I knew a guy who could write one for us in his free time. If the operating system wasn’t a completely unknown one—designed as it was by dwarves—that is. 
 
    After we located our position, we nodded at each other and headed down different passages. I kept my mace ready in my right hand, just in case. I didn’t fully trust the System, not enough to believe that the caverns were completely empty. So, with the flashlight in my left hand, and the holographic map displaying from my wrist, I moved forward. 
 
    After around ten minutes, I started focusing a little, to see if I could sense Aisha’s direction and distance or something. Surprisingly, it was childishly easy. I could clearly sense her exact location, including her direction and the distance between us. 
 
    ~Yo. Can you feel me as clearly as I feel you?~ I asked Aisha telepathically. 
 
    ~I felt you better half an hour ago, but this is decent too.~ 
 
    I shook my head with a wry smile at her obvious innuendo. I could practically see the smirk on her lips. 
 
    ~I’ll take that as a yes, then.~ 
 
    Aisha chuckled in my mind. ~With a connection this strong, I’m confident in saying that neither of us will have any problem locating each other. The only issue will be finding the correct paths through this maze.~ 
 
    ~Agreed. But, the general location is already a lot. It’s going to be plenty useful not just at long range, but when fighting near each other too. Let’s try to practice this until we meet up.~ 
 
    We continued towards the center, doing exactly that. It didn’t take us long, since we obviously wanted to avoid wasting precious time, and we regrouped after another fifteen more minutes of walking. Aisha hung her axe behind her back, locking it on a metal ring, and we re-entered the ruined underground village. 
 
    Unfortunately, the bodies of the common Kobolds had already disappeared, turning into spiritual energy. Only the Kobold Phalanxes and the Kobold Shaman still remained, lying in the exact spots where they had fallen. 
 
    We quickly harvested their nuclei and other useful materials, before they joined their brethren in nothingness. I had already taken the Shaman’s staff and Aisha hadn’t left anything but splinters from the weapons and shields belonging to its guards, so there wasn't all that much to collect from the corpses. 
 
    After dealing with those, we split up again, and I moved to check the rubble of what looked like the Shaman’s stone igloo while Aisha went around to search through the other rocky huts. I found some potions and mixtures we’d need to verify later, but there didn’t seem to be anything super useful or rare in it. 
 
    Since we had some space now, we collected all the possible trash into one big backpack and shoved the armor pieces and weapons that were still in a decent state into another. Then, we stood over them and glanced at each other. 
 
    “Should we test the summon and recall ability? Maybe it can transport equipment too,” Aisha suggested. 
 
    “Good idea. You could try to bring more bags for the Darksteel Ore on your way back. Or even one of the storage boxes.” I nodded, rubbing my chin. 
 
    Aisha knelt down and threw one of the packs onto her back while hugging the other one to her chest. She was damn strong. But, I already knew that. 
 
    “Alright. Off you go.” 
 
    I tried activating the ability mentally and a purplish formation appeared under Aisha’s feet. Her body flashed briefly with a similar violet shade, and she disappeared. The magical circle faded soon after. 
 
    ~Can you hear me? I’m pretty sure you got out of the range of Red String,~ I called out to her, wondering if my message would reach Aisha. 
 
    ~Loud and clear, boss. I can’t sense you now, either, but I’m back in the apartment. Both backpacks made it too. Give me a second and I’ll empty them.~ 
 
    Nodding to myself, I waited while looking around the completely devastated chamber. She had truly made a mess out of it. Fortunately, the makeshift forges and what looked like the storage the Kobolds had used for their Darksteel Ore survived my angry Berserker’s onslaught. 
 
    ~I’m done. You can pick me up now. I’m returning with two more bags, and a wooden crate,~ Aisha informed me. 
 
    ~One teleport coming right up.~ 
 
    After invoking the other new ability, the same formation appeared on the floor and Aisha materialized in front of me after a faint, purple flash. Just as she had said, she brought back both empty backpacks, as well as two more bags, and one sizable crate. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, then.” I sighed and we both walked towards the nearest pile of Darksteel Ore. 
 
    The mineral itself was a polished rock, so we at least didn’t get too dirty while loading our containers with it. The chunks were surprisingly heavy. Aisha moved them much quicker than I could, filling one of the sacks and starting on a second while I’d only filled mine slightly more than halfway. 
 
    “So, we talked about gods existing and starting guilds and such not that long ago.” I decided to start a conversation to make the time pass pleasantly as we worked. “I was kind of wondering how it happened that people from other realms have heard of, or got in contact with, the gods of our world. Was it through the whole Defender operation?” 
 
    “Not exactly but I’m sure some knowledge came from the believers that were turned into Defenders.” Aisha shook her head. “It’s quite simple, actually. The gods migrated. They always do.” 
 
    “Migrated?” I raised a brow at her. 
 
    “Gods operate on worship, reverence, faith, and other things like that. They will obviously stay in the region with the highest concentration of their devout believers. But, nothing is eternal, especially not faith. People come, people go. Whole religions can disappear overnight, for various reasons.” 
 
    She grabbed a piece of the ore and crushed it in her hand. 
 
    “At some point,” she continued, “it’s just inefficient for the gods to stay in a dead place. It’s all a business to them. And when your business fails in your chosen market, what are your options?” 
 
    “Either close it up or move to another market,” I replied. 
 
    “Exactly.” She pointed a chunk of ore at me before tossing it into the bag. “So, the gods often jump realms, in search of other and better opportunities, preferably into ones with less competition. That’s one of the main reasons why they pack their bags too. With many pantheons around, or with one of them attaining an overwhelming majority, it’s just a pain to compete.” 
 
    “I see.” I nodded. “That’s actually more logical than I expected, and matches what probably happened over the ages. I bet the Greek, Norse, Egyptian, and many other gods, jumped ships at some point when the currently popular entities began dominating the market. And Earth has quite a few atheists too.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Aisha smiled. 
 
    “No wonder various races worship gods mentioned in our own history. I now kinda wonder where each of the pantheons is currently located. Or where they originated. And also, how come there are so many versions of the creation of the world, if they keep jumping into already existing realms?” 
 
    “You are a real thinker, aren’t you?” Aisha chuckled. “It’s because explaining something like that in a mystical way is the easiest method to capture people’s attention. People always wonder how things came to be. They want to know where they came from, why they are here, and where they go when they die. It only takes one god with a captivating story to satiate their thirst for knowledge. From what I heard, that’s often the first step the gods take after arriving in a new world.” 
 
    “Quite fascinating. How did guilds come into the play?” 
 
    “Just another way to gain followers, as I mentioned during our previous conversation. Except with a more hands-on approach, rather than the quite laid-back one you might be used to. There are more actual benefits for the people in such situations. Over the years, it developed into some sort of competition between gods, with the adventurers or Defenders as their representatives. They love to brag about which guild is bigger, stronger, and so on.” 
 
    That sounded weirdly similar to a certain light novel I had read not that long ago. I began wondering how much of it had been inspired by what Aisha was talking about. I bet there were many stories that drew on the fantasy side of things and people would never guess how close fiction was to reality. 
 
    We filled all the bags to the brim and moved to the crate. Not a single piece of valuable rock would be left behind, especially now that we didn’t have to keep it in the bedroom. We continued gathering the ore in relative silence, until Aisha broke it. 
 
    “Have you already thought who the next Subordinate would be?” 
 
    “Yeah, naturally.” I nodded. “There are so many valid options to pick from, that I’m still undecided. It really depends on what our situation will be after we complete our next assignment. That is, assuming we receive a Subordinate Token for it.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have any issues for quite some time with just the two of us. Saving it up for when we stumble on something difficult might be a wise choice. But, any ideas you’d care to share?” 
 
    Aisha glanced at me, and I could tell she was extremely curious to know about my plans. 
 
    I chuckled with a smile. “Well, instead of saving it, I’m actually considering going for a production or crafter-type Class while things are still relatively easy.” 
 
    “Oh? A production Class? Like what?” 
 
    “An Alchemist, Blacksmith, or Carpenter, for example. There are plenty of professions that could make finished goods from what we gather in the Dungeons if this world follows the game in that fashion too. We could turn raw materials into something processed and make much more money from it that way, securing another stable source of income. And, naturally, we could save on purchasing such things, not needing to buy them from the shop,” I explained. 
 
    Aisha twirled a chunk of Darksteel Ore between her fingers. “Considering your Class, that could actually work. You could technically turn your home into a workshop. And, I bet it would be easy to earn the gratitude and appreciation of people with such Classes, as I doubt they get summoned that often.” 
 
    “Now that I think of it, you are probably right.” I rubbed my chin. “It kind of sucks for them, having to remain as a soul for who knows how long, just because of their profession. Not that I’m thinking of saving literally anyone stuck in that limbo. I have to put our interest and safety above all else.” 
 
    “Same here. And, while that would certainly allow us to either craft or buy lots of useful gear and consumables with the additional money, in the end, it pretty much always boils down to your own combat power.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m still considering it. I don’t want to be too greedy. Both options are viable, technically.” 
 
    “Yeah. You have shown me this much already.” Aisha smiled at me. “Whatever you go with, I’m sure it will be a good choice. There’s also always a chance that you might summon someone experienced in certain crafts, even if their Class is typically combat based.” 
 
    “If we get lucky, maybe.” I shrugged. “I’d rather not rely on that too much. We’ll see how it goes. Let’s wrap things up here.” 
 
    Soon, we finished loading the crate, having cleared almost the entire spacious chamber of all the Darksteel Ore the kobolds had mined. It should net us quite a decent pile of coin. We should also leave a bit of it in our storage, just in case we did summon a crafter who could work with it. 
 
    We then stacked all the containers on top of one another, and Aisha huddled with her arms as tightly around them as tightly as she could. It looked almost comical, seeing her hunched over a crate and four bags full of ore. But, it was worth it, and she promptly disappeared with all the goods when I invoked the skill. 
 
    She left everything in the middle of the apartment for now and I recalled her back. 
 
    “Let’s make a round through the tunnels and check to be sure we didn’t miss anything,” I suggested. 
 
    “Finding a deposit of Darksteel Ore is already something. I don’t think we will find anything else of value, but you’re the boss.” 
 
    We spent the next four hours scouring the silent Dungeon while chatting about random things. Aisha inquired about my thoughts on our next steps and the future. We also exchanged some more trivia regarding our respective worlds. In general, our conversation was mostly lighthearted fun stuff. 
 
    As for our trip, it was just as Aisha had said. We found nothing of interest during our final search. We had already explored most of the Dungeon before clearing up the final objective, but since we had the time, it would be a waste not to be completely sure.  
 
    Unfortunately, we found no secret passages filled with loot. Curses. 
 
    After getting back home, we ordered some food to fill our bellies and got to sorting the captured spoils of war. We couldn’t just leave all of this by the bed. Someone had to move the bags and the crate to the storage room since the teleport activated in the middle of the apartment. 
 
    It took us around an hour to deal with the ore, freeing up the backpacks for future use. We still had plenty of space in the storage room after filling three crates with the raw mineral. It had been a great decision to invest in this chamber. 
 
    Just like the prompt had advised, we chose to spend the rest of our free time relaxing. With a quick shower together again, this time without any delays and mischief, we sat down by the PC and went through our attributes, skills, and all other menus. 
 
    We decided to sell part of the resources we had gathered, leaving more than half of them in the storage. Nothing too valuable was in our hands yet, except for the Darksteel Ore, so we couldn’t really go wrong with getting rid of some junk. 
 
    In the end, we earned an additional 638 D$ by selling some materials to the shop and setting various quantities of Darksteel Ore up on the D-Market, bringing our account to 1912 D$. We had enough that I didn’t bother playing around with the price in order to score the absolute best profit, so our offering sold quickly. 
 
    By the time everything was done, it was getting pretty late. We had spent a fair bit of time discussing the distributions of our stats and browsing through the D-Shop for various things. After sharing a late dinner, we chose to end it there for the day. 
 
    I dropped onto the bed first and comfortably set myself on my back, releasing a deep sigh of satisfaction. There was a lot on my mind, related to our recent Dungeon clear and all the technicalities of my Class. Especially the latter had been a shock and quite the revelation. 
 
    The sheets rustled quietly and something warm laid down on my chest. Someone’s arms soon wrapped themselves around my body and a certain woman exhaled softly into my neck as she nuzzled her face into it. 
 
    Aisha sleeping on top of me wasn’t anything new, but a certain sensation made it clearly different today. More specifically, two soft and squishy sensations with pointy tips grazing over my chest. 
 
    I lifted one eyelid and glanced down at the snuggly drakan. “Where’s your bra?” 
 
    “Do I need it?" Aisha murmured without moving even a little. 
 
    “You always wore one before.” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to think that I’m an indecent woman.” 
 
    “Yeah, because that would make a difference with how much you teased me.” I snorted. “What changed?” 
 
    “Well, technically, you became my mate so there’s nothing indecent about me sleeping without one now, as it’s naturally your right to see and experience all of me.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You just want to feel my warm skin on your naked body, don’t you?” 
 
    A faint smirk formed on Aisha’s lips. “What a wise mate I found.” 
 
    “At least you’ve still got your panties on.” Shaking my head, I sighed and wrapped my arms around the playful drakan.  
 
    She hummed contentedly into my neck, every now and then taking a deep breath. She dozed off with a smile on her face a moment later. I suspected it wouldn’t be long before Aisha switched to sleeping in the nude. If that happened, it was just a matter of time before she convinced me to do likewise. 
 
    I soon joined her in the lands of dreams, wondering what kind of environment the next Dungeon might have. I was both curious and excited. It might be a bit weird, getting hyped up about the place of your potential death, but this was my life now. Full of Dungeons. And women, most likely.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16
And Another One Goes Down the Rabbit Hole 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The faint buzzing of my phone announcing that it was already ten in the morning woke me. As usual, I tried to reach for it without opening my eyes, depending on muscle memory at this point, but for some reason, when I moved my arm, my hand brushed the bedding at a slightly confusing angle. 
 
    Feeling the soft mattress with my palm instead of the back of my hand, I realized that I lay on my stomach instead of my back or side like I usually did. When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by a sizable, tender hill with a pointy peak. 
 
    It instantly became obvious to me what position I was in.  
 
    Somehow, as rarely as it happened, I had ended up on top of Aisha, instead of her on top of me. My cheek rested on her warm chest, with my head nestled between her breasts as she hugged me to her, her fingers tangled in my hair and one leg wrapped around my waist. My legs hugged her tail. 
 
    Gods, it had to look comical. We must have flipped over during the night, to end up like this. I had to say, though, it was quite nice and pleasant, lying on someone like that. Perhaps I was beginning to understand why Aisha liked it so much, to the point that she subconsciously clung to me in her sleep. 
 
    But, as much as I enjoyed it, we couldn’t remain like this forever. We had things to do. The Tutorial Dungeon was going to close today, and another one—a proper Dungeon, this time—would be assigned to us by the company. 
 
    So, without further ado, I located my vibrating phone and shut the alarm off, lifting myself up. Since Aisha’s arms and legs were wrapped around various parts of my body, the movement roused her from sleep, too, and she took a deep breath, causing her full chest to heave alluringly. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she glanced down. Blinking a few times to get rid of her initial drowsiness and the haze of sleep, she smirked at me after noticing the quite implicative position we had found ourselves in. 
 
    “Right from the morning? You are truly insatiable.” 
 
    I leaned forward to bring my face closer to hers while supporting myself on my elbows.  
 
    “Is that a problem for you?” 
 
    We stared at each other intently for a brief moment. I could tell Aisha was considering her answer from how her eyes jumped between my face and my waist a few times. With just one or two small movements, we could shed the two unnecessary pieces of material and jump straight to the fun part. 
 
    But, while she would surely not mind going at it again, I knew Aisha was just being herself and teasing me like usual.  
 
    I closed the remaining distance and connected our lips in a warm good morning kiss. Our tongues danced with each other for a brief moment until I backed away. 
 
    “Any requests for breakfast?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you on the menu?” She gave me a mischievous smile. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, sitting up. Aisha followed suit, with the help of my hand, and we ended up in front of each other again. It was still unbelievable to me that I had such a beauty at my side. I could literally just stay like this and admire her every morning from now on. 
 
    Aisha’s faint chuckle pulled me out of my thoughts when she caught me staring at her perky breasts and fit stomach. 
 
    “Having second thoughts now?” 
 
    “Do not tempt me or be prepared to face the consequences.” I squinted my eyes at her. 
 
    She, as expected, didn’t back down and straightened her arms just to emphasize her bust by pushing her perfect breasts up and out, and smiled at me with an upturned gaze.  
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. There was no way I would be able to win against her. And the longer I would try, the closer to wasting time we would get. Perhaps getting together with her was actually a curse, instead of a blessing. 
 
    Aisha chuckled again, sitting up and stretching to bring her arms above her head, releasing an extremely suggestive, prolonged moan. 
 
    “Anything will do fine,” she answered my earlier question. “I feel like asking for sushi would be a bit much.” 
 
    “God fucking dammit.” I laughed. “We’ll have to order a truck of it, you damned sushi junkie.” 
 
    We looked at each other and chuckled together again. Turning to the side, I jumped off the bed before she could tempt me with that delicious body again. 
 
    “If you want sushi, just say so. You can have anything you’d like,” I said, starting to pull on some pants. 
 
    “Anything?” Aisha asked, pressing her chest into my back as she embraced me from behind, leaning out from the bed. 
 
    “Don’t start again.” I looked back over my shoulder and bopped her lightly on the nose. 
 
    She pouted playfully but quickly let me go and began to get dressed. We took care of our morning toiletries in a flash, and I ordered a nice breakfast for us. As I set it up on the table, bringing the delivery from the entrance, Aisha joined me, and we dug in. 
 
    “So. What’s the plan for today?” she asked, munching on, unsurprisingly, a piece of sushi. 
 
    “Well, we have some time before the Dungeon closes and gets replaced with the new one, so there are a few things we could do in the meantime.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Checking our gear, checking our supplies, browsing the D-Shop and D-Market again, unpacking the reward armor we got, trying our hand at weapon gacha, or we could always waste some time if that’s what you really would like to do,” I replied with an eyebrow waggle at the end. 
 
    “What’s gacha?” Aisha inquired, looking over at me curiously. 
 
    Woah. Impossible. She hadn’t taken the chance to tease or smirk at me. Did she break? 
 
    “Well, simply speaking, it’s just another word for a lottery. We got that random weapon box with the Kobold theme from our clear bonus. Such things are often called gacha here.” 
 
    “I see.” Aisha nodded slowly. “Then you are in for a lot of gacha in the future. Many, if not most, rewards are distributed as random boxes.” 
 
    I sighed heavily and chuckled. “Great. That’s the only thing that was missing in my life.” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” Aisha raised a brow at me. “Most prefer it that way, since you rarely get something unsuitable for yourself and it takes away the trouble of thinking and having to choose out of their hands.” 
 
    “No, no, no.” I shook my head. “It’s not exactly that I hate loot boxes, which is another term for things like these. It’s just kind of amusing to see how many entertainment systems are suddenly becoming part of my real life. And well, gacha is pretty much gambling. It can get addictive super quick.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s for sure. In one of the Dungeons I did in the past, I met a woman who insisted on rushing the clear of the Dungeon as quickly as possible. This conversation reminded me that a fast completion gives additional rewards too. Not sure what the difference is. Anyway, she wanted that random box really, really bad. It took the rest of us a while to calm her down, since we didn’t want to risk it. It was a challenge to talk her back from the edge.” 
 
    “I can imagine that. It’s not that uncommon to meet similar people in my world.” 
 
    “No realm escapes gambling.” Aisha shrugged. “Even gods fall under its curse.” 
 
    “True. Albeit very scary.” 
 
    “How much time do we have, then?” she asked. 
 
    I checked the time remaining before the Dungeon closed with a few motions on my smartphone. “A bit over two hours.” 
 
    “Great. That should be enough to take care of everything you have listed.” She winked at me. 
 
    And we were back to normal. That hadn’t taken long. 
 
    We finished breakfast in a few minutes, cleaned the cutlery, threw away the single-use packaging, and moved back into the main section of the apartment. The garbage was slowly starting to pile up, so I hoped we would get some Time Off soon or I would have to dump it somewhere in the Dungeon. 
 
    Perhaps I should, but that didn’t sit right with me. Even if those places were vile dens of monsters born from the Void, they still might exist in some other realm as Aisha had explained to me. Some Dungeons were created, along with their monsters, but some locations had existed before becoming a Dungeon and being taken over by them.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was the same for Earth, since I hadn’t heard anything about places filled with monsters before getting recruited, but there was a high chance everything was just properly covered up by whoever was responsible for hiding the whole paranormal part of our realm. 
 
    Either way, those locations could potentially exist somewhere—as I’d said—and that meant there was a possibility that someone might gain access to it at some point, perhaps after it was cleared. I didn’t want others digging through my trash, and I wasn’t about to leave non-degradable plastic containers for others to deal with after who knows how long. Although I guess with magic, it wouldn’t be much of a problem to get rid of it. 
 
    We sat in front of the PC and I navigated to the equipment section, finding the reward boxes waiting there for us. 
 
    “What are we starting with, then?” Aisha asked curiously. 
 
    “Either is fine with me. We can leave gacha for the last, as a surprise. Unless you want to check it out first,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m good. So, the set of stylized armor?” 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded and moved the cursor over it. “Anything you would like to share about this?” I glanced at her. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much knowledge I can pass on to you about it. Even less, now that it’s not just me as a solo Defender but us as a group. Back then, all the armor sets I came across held a few pieces. Stuff like a chest, greaves, gauntlets, pauldrons, helmet, and such. Everything came out as a perfect fit. From Dungeon Express, of course.” 
 
    “Neat. Have you ever seen the Kobold one?” 
 
    Aisha shook her head. “No, I haven’t. I didn’t do that well in the first few Dungeons I completed, which most likely had these as a reward, since there weren’t that many Kobolds in the harder ones,” Aisha replied with a wry smile. 
 
    “It’s fine. We all have to learn somewhere. I truly appreciate your knowledge and help. It’s only thanks to you, that I’ve avoided making plenty of mistakes of my own, so don’t feel awkward about your first time.” 
 
    Aisha snorted at my little innuendo and smiled warmly. “I feel like you know much more about things than me, though. But, thank you.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But, I have to constantly compare that knowledge to reality, in order to figure out which parts are correct or even relevant. You should be able to see how it would be quite dangerous for me to depend too much on what I have seen or learned in the game. It was a simulation, a set of pre-recorded scenarios. That’s where your vast experience comes into play, saving my ass from a moron’s death.” 
 
    “And that’s why you are so amazing,” she replied with a warm smile. “I honestly think my head would be a complete mess if I had to worry all the time about whether or not what I’m doing is right, if what I know is applicable and I haven’t mixed something up. It’s like you are doing this twice, at the same time. That’s incredible and impressive.” 
 
    I chuckled a little as a small smile snuck onto my lips. “Thanks for the compliment. That’s just how it always has been. As I said before, I tend to overthink things a tiny bit.” 
 
    “I noticed.” She smirked, causing my smile to turn a little wry. “But, I think it’s good. At least, I like it.” 
 
    We stared at each other in silence for a few seconds until I muttered a simple thanks again. I wasn’t exactly sure what to say, this conversation had taken a slightly different turn than I’d expected. 
 
    “Anyway, we should see what we can do with the box.” I tried to bring us back to the issue at hand, before the atmosphere turned into that one again. 
 
    “I’m curious about it too.” 
 
    We both turned to the screen and I right-clicked the fancy green chest icon that represented the reward, like the ones you could find in almost every single fantasy-themed MMO or RPG game. I’d done it so often that it was literally a muscle memory, since most apps and games used a right-click for context menus. 
 
    But, man, it really felt like opening loot boxes. This was getting hilarious. 
 
    Nevertheless, a context menu did appear before our eyes. It was nothing super elaborate, just the usual options to unpack, lock it against accidental use, favorite, sort, and remove the item. Easy enough to guess, I chose to open it. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Are you sure you want to unpack this item? 
 
    Y / N 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Obviously, I tapped ‘yes’. We didn’t see any other viable options, really. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You are going to open a Set of Stylized Armor: Mountainrock Kobold Theme. 
 
    Please, select the target to adjust the items included in the set. They will match the build of the chosen person. This selection is irreversible. You won’t be able to receive another set, if you mistakenly pick the wrong target. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Lucas King 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Just like you said, it seems that the equipment will fit the person after it’s unpacked,” I commented. 
 
    “And you can actually choose who that person is. Good,” Aisha added. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” 
 
    “Any input on the Kobold-themed thing? Do you know anything about what the armor will be like? I can quickly look around the Wiki if you don't, so no worries.” I glanced at her. 
 
    “Hmmm.” Aisha tapped her lips, looking up at the ceiling. “I’m pretty sure it’s made of scales, which should be pretty obvious. It definitely won’t be a robe or some such thing. The equipment can adjust itself to match the wearer when the box is opened, but that doesn’t mean it will always do so perfectly. You can’t make fabric out of metal, after all. At least not easily.” 
 
    “Understandable.” I nodded. 
 
    “So, I think it will most likely come out as light or medium armor, depending on which one of us you choose. It should be decent, though. Kobold scales are quite tough, as you have seen. Either of us would do fine with it.” 
 
    “Now it comes down to the choice. Personally, I think I should give it to you. It should be better than the starting leather gear, right?” 
 
    “Definitely. But I should be fine with the beginner gear for some time. It will be a bit better than your armor, too, albeit a little heavier at the same time.” 
 
    “I would rather you have it, if you aren’t against it. You are going to be in the front more often from here on out. The Tutorial Dungeon was just a simple one, as you said yourself. If you suffer a more serious injury, I will most likely be done for. I still have to rely on your strength, so I don’t mind running around like a coward while you hack the monsters into pieces,” I shared my opinion. 
 
    “Quite sound reasoning,” Aisha replied. 
 
    “Not too manly, I know, but that’s just how things are going to be for a while. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No, don’t apologize.” She shook her head. “I don’t care for the so-called manly pride. You are manly, without showing off how strong and great you are by tackling monsters like a moron. That’s not what having balls means. And I can vouch for yours.” She smiled at me impishly. 
 
    I shook my head with a chuckle. “Is there anything you can’t turn into an innuendo?” 
 
    “Possibly.” She shrugged. “But, I mean it.” 
 
    “I know. I appreciate it.” I smiled at her warmly. “Let’s get it over with. You onboard?” 
 
    Aisha nodded. “Aye, captain.” 
 
    I chose her as the target and confirmed the choice. Quite a few prompts appeared, but that was good. It was much better to read through all of them carefully, rather than accidentally open or use something improperly. 
 
    As usual, the doorbell rang only an instant after I clicked the final confirmation. Aisha stepped away to bring the package inside and we moved to the floor. With the aid of my paper cutting knife, I sliced the seals off to reveal the neatly arranged pieces of armor inside. 
 
    We pulled them all out and laid them on the ground. The set included simple, tall greaves, decently long bracers, a breastplate, pauldrons, a belt, and a helmet, just like Aisha had said. Each item was made of hardened, cushioned leather and was covered by a layer of green Kobold scales. 
 
    I helped Aisha put it on, to see if everything fit properly, and she spun around in front of me in her new set of gear. She made a few different motions with her hands, legs, and even tail, confirming that nothing obstructed her movements. To finalize things, she tried out a few swings with her axe too. 
 
    Honestly, the emerald scale armor went incredibly well with her crimson hair and scales. It matched her coloring as orange or red often did with this deep shade of green. I was sure there were much better sets to emphasize how badass she was, but this set was rather eye-catching. 
 
    After she stopped moving around, I walked closer and tapped the scaly plating with my knuckles. 
 
    “Seems good. And looks good too. Is it this armor, or do you always look hot, regardless of what you wear?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I look hotter with nothing on, but I guess you haven’t seen enough yet.” She grinned. “Shall we remedy that?” 
 
    “Damn it. I concede. I’ll never win.” I waved my hands while shaking my head, starting to walk away. 
 
    Aisha chuckled, caught up to me from behind, and gave me a peck on the cheek. “You are making it so much more fun by trying, though. Please, never stop. I haven’t had this much fun interacting with someone since… well, ever.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” I smiled at her softly. “Want to check out the random reward now?” 
 
    “Of course. Since Kobold Shamans exist, you might even get something for yourself, like a staff or some other focus-type weapon. It could aid you with your training, no?” 
 
    “Yeah. But, don’t get your hopes up. That’s the first rule of gacha. Appear as if you do not care about the result.” 
 
    “Got it.” Aisha made a serious nod. “Who would even want an amazing staff that supports Telekinesis? If I got one, I would probably use it as a walking stick. But, I guess it could do fine as firewood. Still, there are better options, like trash, for example.” 
 
    I snorted. She was perfect, truly. I felt like we were an incredible match. 
 
    Aisha requested my help in taking the armor off and I obliged. Obviously, she took the opportunity to tease me some more, but I prevailed until the end, enjoying our back and forth greatly. When we got back to the PC, I right clicked on the random box. 
 
    Just like before, I clicked the option to open it, and something different happened. 
 
    “You are fucking kidding me…” I deadpanned at the sight. 
 
    Most of the screen was covered by a new window with a wide banner. On that banner, a bunch of weapon silhouettes was placed in a single row from right to left, each with a question mark symbol over it. A big, red button placed just below the line was the only other thing in sight. 
 
    “What’s this?” Aisha asked, peering at the image. “Is it bad? I haven’t seen something like this before, but from your reaction, I assume it is.” 
 
    “No, it’s not bad per se. Sorry, it just was a bit too familiar with a thing or two from my past. I would have never thought they would go so far as to even create a full-blown animation for opening these. I can now truly say that my life is a gacha too.” 
 
    “Animation?” Aisha kept glancing between me and the screen with a curious expression, her tail swaying slowly left and right. 
 
    Damn, that was cute. 
 
    “Are you lucky?” I asked. 
 
    “Uhhh… I guess? Why?” 
 
    “You do the honors, then.” I passed the mouse to my drakan companion. “You will see what an animation is too.” 
 
    She took the mouse a bit reluctantly, staring at the mechanical rodent for a brief moment before turning to me again. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Not like it changes anything. My luck in gacha was pure trash. Ugh. I don’t even want to remember that.” 
 
    I shuddered at the very memory of my various attempts at such games. 
 
    “I just move the cursor over that red rectangle and press the button, right?” Aisha asked for confirmation. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “Now, bring us some good stuff.” 
 
    She turned way more serious than I had expected when trying to joke about this, but it was too late for me to explain everything. I watched how Aisha glared at the monitor for several seconds, like she was trying to intimidate it, before finally tapping her finger on the mouse. 
 
    “Oh." She gasped a little. 
 
    The line of weapons began spinning horizontally, all the silhouettes blurring from the motion. Aisha tried to follow them, her eyes zooming repeatedly from left to right until she got a tad dizzy and wobbled in her seat. Fortunately, I was there to steady her. 
 
    She chuckled awkwardly. “Sorry.” 
 
    I snickered at her. “Just look at it as a whole, or focus on the middle. It’s going to stop now.” 
 
    We turned to the screen again and watched as the spinning line gradually slowed down. A few silhouettes passed the middle section where a red arrow pointed at the winning square, until everything finally came to a standstill. 
 
    “An axe, huh. Are you that dissatisfied with your weapon?” I joked. 
 
    “Ah, shit. You got me.” Aisha laughed. “But seriously, I’m not. Sorry that it turned out like this.” 
 
    “All good. A spare axe is always a sound back up. Although, I’m pretty sure this one is the regular-sized one. But, don’t blame yourself. It’s not like you influenced the result in any way. Was it fun?” 
 
    She nodded energetically. “Yeah. I’m not sure how to explain it, but the thrill when it started to slow down was just like when you are waiting for a much-desired package. If that’s how your realm does gambling, then I’m not surprised people get addicted so easily.” 
 
    “Great. I have another poor soul on my conscience now.” I chuckled. “Guess I’ll leave the openings to you from now on.” 
 
    Aisha’s scarlet eyes sparkled briefly, and I shook my head. 
 
    Then, our wrists buzzed. 
 
    “Alright. Looks like our next job is here. Ready to check on what we are dealing with?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled at me eagerly. “With you? Always.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17
Deadly Colors 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I unlocked my watch and read through the notification. As we had guessed, another Dungeon had been assigned to us without any delay. Since the message didn’t contain any details, and only announced our next job, I dismissed it quickly and we focused on my PC’s screen once again. 
 
    With a few simple flicks of my wrist, I took us into the Assignments menu. Two entries showed up on a list in the middle of the screen, one of them covered by a grayish tint while the other remained green, not yet cleared. 
 
    “Hmmm… How many Tutorial Dungeons can you get? I just realized that it says ‘Tutorial Dungeon 01’ while the one we just received is labeled ‘Beginner Dungeon 01’,” I wondered out loud. 
 
    “It depends on your performance from what I know,” Aisha answered right away. “Of course, if you fail completely, you most likely die, but if you do so poorly that you barely manage to scrape your way through the Dungeon, your guild or whatever organization is that supports you can deem you not ready to progress further, and may assign another easy Tutorial Dungeon.” 
 
    I nodded appreciatively. “Quite logical, I guess. We must have made a good impression on them, then.” 
 
    She chuckled lightly. “A good impression is clearly an understatement. I bet they never expected this level of proficiency, even with how much they seem to pander to you when compared to other Defenders. A full clear with barely any injuries sustained during your first ever delve? Yeah, that doesn’t happen often.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe this organization employs people even better than us and we are still at the very bottom of the power ladder.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Or you are such a prodigy that they decided to invest as much in you as they can.” Aisha smiled at me as her beautiful tail swayed gently. 
 
    “Oh please, you are going to make me blush,” I joked. 
 
    “I have other, more effective means of achieving that.” She showed a playful smirk. 
 
    “Let’s save them for later.” I gave her a wink before we got to work once more. 
 
    I moved the cursor over the gray rectangle and tapped it. Same as before, a stylized window popped up in front of our eyes, listing a few details about our next task. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    BEGINNER DUNGEON 01 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Type: Solo 
 
    Remaining Time: 9d 23h 55m 
 
    Clear Condition: Seed of Doom Eradicated 
 
    Environment: Earthen Tunnels 
 
    Environmental Hazards: Poisonous Moss 
 
    Common Monster Strength: Lv. 04-06 
 
    Rare Monster Strength: Lv. 06-08 
 
    Boss Monster Strength: Lv. 06-10 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Seed of Doom?” I raised a brow at the clear condition. 
 
    “That’s either a Dungeon Core or a Boss Monster,” Aisha commented. “They can be a little cryptic sometimes with the names. I don’t remember ever hearing about it, do you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah. I don’t think I’ve stumbled across anything like that in the game or the forums. I have no idea what it could be, but your guesses are most likely correct. It certainly sounds ominous enough.” 
 
    “Somehow, people who end up coming up with these titles always have a rather peculiar naming sense. Now and then, it feels like they are trying to write a novel, instead of a monster manual or a guide.” Aisha sighed heavily. 
 
    “All researchers are weird, that’s a rule.” I smirked, patting her shoulder. “Now, will the task be completed after we deal with this Seed of Doom, ignoring all the leftover monsters?” 
 
    “Usually, that would be it, yes. It’s possible to receive an update to your task when you leave too many monsters alive by rushing straight for the Boss, if the number seems too dangerous to be ignored. Most of the time, though, such cases are simply used as future Tutorial Dungeons.” 
 
    “Efficiency to the fullest, huh?” I shook my head with a smile. “I don’t plan to just assassinate the Boss while skipping all its minions, so we shouldn’t be bothered by that. What I currently lack is experience, and intentionally avoiding a prime opportunity for gaining some wouldn’t be a wise choice.” 
 
    Aisha snorted. “Knowing you, we are in for another Perfect Clear.” 
 
    “Hey. I might be a completionist, but I’m not obsessed with it. I think. Maybe.” 
 
    Aisha laughed after seeing my uncertain frown, slapping her thigh loudly. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” she apologized afterward. “You just suddenly turned so sober, I couldn’t hold it in. Ekhm. I wouldn’t have anything against another Perfect Clear anyway. But, we already have to deal with a hazard in our second Dungeon. They surely rate us high.” 
 
    “Poisonous Moss, huh?” I turned back to the monitor. “I’m afraid that’s a bit too vague of a description, if it’s the same as in the game. There were plenty of them there, and, as you might imagine, a single antidote didn’t work for all of them. Hardcore to the fullest.” 
 
    “You are right. I was going to warn you about it, but it’s good to see that you are already aware. I almost got done by it in my early days,” Aisha admitted, the faint trace of a rosy blush coloring her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it out. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to meet you.” I smiled at her and Aisha raised a brow at me. “Wait. No. We’ve only met, because you died.” 
 
    We chuckled together as my face was the one which grew warm this time. Seriously, how could I have forgotten about that? Definitely her fault. 
 
    “Anyway, we will need to gather some of it first, and examine the sample. Or samples, if we stumble on more than one type of moss,” I continued. “I guess this is where someone with a more extensive knowledge of alchemy or a similar field would come in handy.” 
 
    “Too bad we can’t recruit anyone yet. But, I think we will do fine. You are already plenty knowledgeable. I’ll be careful too.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. Meanwhile, you handle the mobs. Most of them, that is.” 
 
    “I can live with that role split.” Aisha smiled at me. “The levels don’t deviate from the usual too much. They are a bit higher than what I remember, but I didn’t do all that well in the beginning, even with my experience as an adventurer. It’s safe to assume that they have a good deal of confidence in you.” 
 
    “In us,” I corrected her. “We are a team, don’t you forget that. Without you, I’d still be crawling around the Tutorial Dungeon, taking the Kobolds out one by one while employing various diversionary tactics, due to my Class.” 
 
    “Got it, partner. Let’s clear this one in a flash, and get you a new girl to bone—I mean ourselves a new companion. And some Time Off, perhaps.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her obvious tease, seeing the mischievous smirk tugging at the corners of Aisha’s full lips. I had a feeling she wouldn’t let an opportunity to tease me about the mechanics of my Class go for a bit, not with how unusual they were. 
 
    We checked to see if there was any more information about the Dungeon, either in the notification or accessible via the Assignments menu, and spent some time browsing the Wiki researching the varieties of Poisonous Moss. We couldn’t know which one exactly we would be dealing with, but there were a few basic solutions we could purchase to mitigate our risk with the environment and increase our safety a little bit. 
 
    The sheer number of types and species of moss could give a headache to the most dedicated researcher. I knew there was a number of poisonous grass in the game, but the plethora of species documented here was something else. The list went on for several pages. 
 
    After a few quick searches, I picked up four vials of general antidote which boosted one’s defenses against those kinds of dangers. It wouldn’t be a cure-all, but it should give us enough time to react if we stumbled into a fully gassed chamber or something, preventing us from instantly dropping like flies. 
 
    We received the goods and started preparing to learn more about this latest task. We had to scout our new workplace a little, before I’d be ready to make any bigger plans for it. Aisha helped me with my armor, and I lent her a hand with hers in return, using the opportunity to sneak in a few tail rubs along the way. 
 
    I enjoyed seeing her sigh contentedly way too much to pass up the chance. Aisha was very much up for it, too, judging from her relaxed expression; though there was a hint of something else in her eyes too. 
 
    I kept things from escalating further and walked towards the door after doing the final check on our equipment. Aisha always did such a great job with gear maintenance, having taken that burden from my shoulders. I truly appreciated it. She was a godsend, in that regard. 
 
    Hopefully, this Dungeon wasn’t filled with Mud Golems, or something similar. I would feel really bad for her, and our weapons, if it was. My mace would do okay, but her greataxe surely wouldn’t appreciate trying repeatedly to slice into hardened earth or stone, nor would her hands, either. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s see what we’ve got,” I said, turning the knob. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Aisha smirked as I bowed slightly, gesturing through the open door with my free hand. 
 
    “Sending your woman first to probe for danger? How gentlemanly,” she replied, whipping my butt with the tip of her tail as she passed me. 
 
    I chuckled, before following after her. 
 
    “Looks like the flashlight won’t necessarily be of much use here,” she commented when I arrived at her side after locking the door. 
 
    Extending out in front of us, instead of a tunnel like last time, was a spacious, earthen, natural cavern. I’d guess it was roughly half the size of a soccer field, more or less. Thick and clearly old tree roots were visible at various places, both up high and down low. You’d think that a brown palette would dominate such a sight. But no, that wasn’t the case, not in the slightest. 
 
    Aisha’s remark had been prompted by the presence of luminescent moss clinging to the walls, the ceiling, and even here and there on the ground. The radiance wasn’t strong enough to cause our eyes any trouble from just looking at it, but it did illuminate the chamber well enough for every corner to be decently visible. 
 
    Oddly enough, it wasn’t just any common yellow, blue, or green light, though. Each patch of the fluffy moss glowed in a different color, creating a rainbow effect across the entirety of the earthen cavern. 
 
    It was beautiful. I felt like I had stepped into a sanctuary of nature. Previously, I could only experience such sights through the computer screen. Getting to actually surround myself in it was a breathtaking moment. 
 
    “How charming,” Aisha said with a soft tone. “If only this wasn’t the den of murderous monsters, I would love to rest a bit in such a gorgeous place. Or perhaps fool around a little.” 
 
    She gave me a glance with a warm smile, and I noted how the tip of her tail made some more lively movements, getting a little closer to my body with each wave. I could guess what she was thinking about. It was satisfying, not to mention a lot of fun, learning how to read those non-verbal cues of her body language. 
 
    “That sounds like another Perfect Clear to me.” I chuckled. “We could enjoy ourselves for a full day here, afterward.” 
 
    “Can you even handle me for a whole day?” She grinned at me. 
 
    “What’s so difficult about that? I just need to toss a box or two of sushi on the ground and you’ll be entertained for hours.” 
 
    Aisha snorted and hit me in the shoulder while erupting into a fit of stifled laughter, almost making me fall over.  
 
    “Jerk.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    We both smiled at each other and returned our focus to the cavern before us. 
 
    “So, Lumerus Moss, huh,” I said in wonder. 
 
    “You know of it?” 
 
    “A bit.” 
 
    “Is it poisonous?” 
 
    “Not very, unless you try to eat it or something. Just to be safe, don’t lick your fingers after grabbing a fistful,” I warned. 
 
    “Why would I even do that?” Aisha glanced at me. 
 
    “Dunno. Maybe because it looks pretty?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, the corner of her mouth rising slightly. “Not all girls turn stupid at the sight of something pretty. What certainly can’t be said about guys.” 
 
    “You looked pretty entranced to me.” 
 
    Another fist smacked into my shoulder, a quiet chuckle accompanying it. 
 
    “Enough flirting, for now. What do we do?” she inquired, and we both turned serious. 
 
    Since we were still right in front of the entrance, I walked back into my apartment and headed for the kitchen. Less than a minute later, I was back by Aisha’s side. I carefully knelt over a patch of pink moss, latex gloves protecting my hands as I scraped free a sample with the sharp knife in my hand. 
 
    She quickly caught on, and jogged inside too, most likely to bring me something to store the specimen in. Exactly as I had guessed, Aisha came back with a few jars from our storage room, into which I collected a bunch of samples from different spots, storing each in their own container. 
 
    “We will see if this stuff has any worth on the Market or in the Shop. The potions we purchased should be fine for this kind of moss, so bottoms up before we go any further.” 
 
    Aisha nodded and we both chugged a small vial at the same time. They would need some time to start working, anyway. Even if we wouldn’t turn stupid as she had said, you never knew what might happen in the middle of a battle with all those patches of moss sprinkled about on almost every surface. It would be easy to fall and land wound-on-moss, by accident. 
 
    Leaving the sealed sample jars in the kitchen, we began our exploration. A few paths led from the spacious, rainbowy cavern and I pulled out a notepad to start charting our adventure, not forgetting to leave marks on the walls too. 
 
    The air was filled with an earthy smell, obviously. It felt like we were making our way underneath a massive, ancient forest. At least that was what the gigantic roots poking out of the walls and ceiling of brown mud from time to time seemed to indicate. 
 
    For the first half an hour, we didn’t stumble across any monsters on the route we chose. Only the luminescent moss accompanied us, creating a mesmerizing spectacle inside the narrow tunnels and corridors. A few non-glowing species showed up here and there, too, making us wary of each new addition to the plethora of fluffy grass. 
 
    The whole Poisonous Moss hazard had made us cautious. There was a story behind Aisha’s experience with a similar scenario, causing her not to want a repeat, while I didn’t want to get offed by some random spicy plant either. 
 
    “So, maybe this Dungeon is a fresh one and doesn’t have many monsters yet?” Aisha mused out loud. “I mean, that is a possibility, if you didn’t know. Sometimes they notice the connection early enough that not many monsters have managed to form. This might be the Core type Dungeon, and we won’t find anything until we reach the—” 
 
    As she was speaking, something cracked, and bits of the earthen wall fell to the ground. We stopped immediately and turned towards the source. Bit by bit, something emerged from the hardened mud, creating a hole in the wall. 
 
    “You had to jinx us, didn’t you?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oops.” Aisha smirked, showing absolutely no remorse as she readied her greataxe. 
 
    A moment later, whatever was trying to free itself from the clutches of the earthen wall finally succeeded, and dropped heavily to the ground, releasing creaking noises like trees sometimes did in a high wind. 
 
    Perhaps that wasn’t too far off the mark, given what had shown up in front of us.  
 
    The barely humanoid form slowly raised itself with the help of its branch-like limbs. Its whole body was literally made of wood. It looked like a tree had grown into a person, sprouting two arms and two legs, which ended in sharp points. Those wicked looking tips would definitely be dangerous. 
 
    Although it resembled a humanoid, it had no head on its shoulders. Instead, something akin to the crown of a tree grew out of them, without any leaves to cover the mass of branching sticks that extended out in various directions. Its neck looked like a twisty trunk. 
 
    More earth began crumbling around us soon after the first humanoid tree had stood up. 
 
    “Great. A Woodman. Couldn’t have been worse for my mace with how well they absorb the impact.” I sighed. 
 
    “I’ve never understood why it’s Woodman. It could be anything. It’s not even close to one. I'd say it has a somewhat feminine shape,” Aisha said. 
 
    “See that down there?” I pointed at the monster’s hips. 
 
    Aisha’s gaze followed my extended mace and she snorted, rolling her eyes. 
 
    For some reason, a short stump poked out between the Woodman’s legs, aimed straight downwards, looking like a freshly trimmed branch.  
 
    Back in the game, players had always wondered about it as it was the target of constant dick jokes and such. I thought the same, honestly. The devs did like to put some easter eggs and fun little things into the game just for the sake of it. But, perhaps it wasn’t them making use of this opportunity, but nature itself. Or whatever it was that had made this monster. 
 
    “Leaving the issue of its tree cock for later, don’t get surrounded.” 
 
    Aisha shot me a grin as she ran past my side. “I wasn’t comparing.” 
 
    I chuckled and prepared myself too. 
 
    She launched a powerful horizontal swing at the Woodman and her axe sank into its bark with a melodic thunk. Unfortunately, her axe stopped a third the way through its torso. Those bastards were as tough as wood could get. 
 
    On the positive side, they were slow as fuck. Supposedly. 
 
    Clicking her tongue, Aisha kicked the humanoid branch monster in its stomach while wrenching her weapon free. It was sent flying back, slamming into the wall behind it, as Aisha backstepped to stay close to me. 
 
    “This will be annoying, honestly. I don’t fancy chopping down trees for hours,” she declared. 
 
    “I thought that would be your favorite activity, considering that big axe of yours,” I teased. 
 
    She gave me a ‘really?’ look but I could tell she enjoyed the joke from the slight curve of her lips. 
 
    “Got anything in that head of yours besides witty roasts?” she inquired, refocusing on the enemy, which slowly collected itself after her initial attack. 
 
    “A few things.” I nodded. “But we gotta make it back home first. There’s not much else besides hacking and whacking we can do at the moment.” 
 
    “One ticket to our precious love nest coming right up.” She winked at me and broke into a run. “Don’t be late for the carriage!” 
 
    Chuckling, I quickly hurried after her. 
 
    Unfortunately, we weren’t destined to escape the Dungeon that easily, as dozens of Woodmen began surfacing all around us, be it from the walls, the ceiling, or even the ground. I almost stumbled over one when it swiped its protruding arm at me after I tried jumping over what I had assumed was just another root. 
 
    A few of them had escaped the earth’s embrace and blocked our path. My amazing drakan companion did what she was best at, and smacked them around in her mad charge, shoving all the monsters out of my way, securing us safe passage. 
 
    Naturally, she couldn’t deal with every single one while at a full sprint, so I had to bonk a few of those blockheads when they stepped into the tunnel after she had passed them by, or they just got lucky and somehow avoided a blow from the Berserker. 
 
    Having my mace bounce back with each strike was annoying as hell. With some bad luck, I might whack myself in the face on the rebound, if I hit one of these monsters too hard. Definitely a less than desirable outcome of my swings. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we returned to the spacious chamber in front of our apartment and stopped, turning around to see how many monsters had followed us. Thankfully, only two were still in sight, having emerged from the earth at the edge of the cavern. Aisha chopped them into pieces as quickly as she could, without much of a problem. 
 
    Then she turned to me. “Have you considered buying a fireplace? Looks like we’ll have the wood secured.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “I’ll consider it. Now come. We have a solution to prepare.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “Salt.” 
 
    Aisha’s brows rose a bit in surprise. “Salt? Why?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “You’ll see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18
Kitchen Warfare 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We took one more glance around the luminescent cavern before entering the apartment and locking the door behind us. It was supposed to be super durable and protected, but I would rather not take any chances of getting surprised by a random mob. 
 
    Well, perhaps we could actually test that one day. I was slightly curious about how that magic worked. Would we hear something banging on the door, or would something block it from even approaching the entrance, only allowing it to get closer after the safety mechanism was no longer able to hold out? 
 
    Maybe the Dungeon Forum had an answer to that already. I would need to check that in a free moment. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Aisha, who was following me. “You good after our brief jog?” 
 
    “A scratch here and there, but nothing much overall. I can’t imagine trying to push through a bigger group of those, though. It would be like running through a dense forest with leafless branches.” 
 
    “You just imagined it.” I smirked at her. 
 
    She smiled back, rolling her eyes. “Alright, Mr. Funny. What’s the plan? Do we take a break for a moment or get in there to scout a little more?” 
 
    I turned back to the front, leading us to the kitchen. “The situation isn’t as bad as to make me quit instantly. We need a few changes in our approach and we are good to go.” 
 
    “And what does salt have to do with it?” She raised a brow at me, arriving at my side. 
 
    “I guess you don’t know much about Woodmen?” 
 
    Aisha shrugged. “Only that you want to split their chests open to get to the Sprout. And that they make great fuel for campfires. If you cook meat over it, it will have an herbal, seasoned taste. Quite delicious, I would say.” 
 
    “I certainly wasn’t aware of the latter. You are right about the former, though. Fortunately, chopping them down isn’t the only viable way to deal with these monsters.” 
 
    We stepped into the kitchen, and I began going through the cupboards, bringing out lots of table salt. Aisha watched me and helped out a little by taking the bags from my hands, putting them down on the counter. 
 
    “Are Woodmen scared of salt? Or are you going to intentionally salt their soup and watch them die from shock?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You aren’t that far off. No, they aren’t afraid of salt, per se. They will be, though, the moment we make proper use of it.” I glanced over at my drakan partner and gave her a cryptic smile. “Could you please fill the kettle with water and set it on?” 
 
    Looking between me and the kitchen appliance, Aisha seemed a tad confused by the unusual request. She followed it without voicing out any doubts or concerns, however, perhaps getting curious about where all of this would lead us. 
 
    “Actually, leave the kettle. Get that pot over there. Let’s make more than just for one use.” I waved my hand at her. 
 
    “At this point, if you aren’t making soup, I’m going to be really disappointed,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, it is a soup, one way or another. At least if you consider a mixture of salt and water a soup.” 
 
    Bringing the silvery pot to me, Aisha set it down on the stove where I pointed. 
 
    “Stop leading me around by the nose and tell me what we are making.” She jabbed me in the side with her fingers. “I’ve never heard of anyone using salt against Woodmen.” 
 
    Setting the gas flame as high as possible to get the water boiling in no time, I turned to face her. 
 
    “It was a small cheese strategy from the game. I believe I have good reasons to suspect that it wasn’t an oversight or unintentional bug, as most of the players perceived it to be. You could always mix salt and water, for whatever reason. One guy got a random idea to throw that mix at various monsters, just for fun, and discovered that saline solution acted like a poison on Woodmen.” 
 
    “Ooooooooooooooh. I never would have expected that.” Aisha cocked her head back. 
 
    “Neither would I, honestly. But, you discover a lot of weird things if you listen to people with too much time on their hands, or those who are simply crazy. It’s always those types who find out the most useful stuff, usually by accident.” 
 
    She nodded as I began preparing the first bag of salt. “Yeah. Those exist amongst adventurers and Defenders too. I’ve heard stories. Very peculiar people.” 
 
    “Anyway, pouring gallons of saline solution on all the monsters is way too inefficient for what it does. Just a bit is enough, as long as it manages to penetrate their bark and soaks into their internal vessels,” I continued. 
 
    “So, we aren’t going to run around with pots of saltwater mix and see who gets more of them? Bummer.” Aisha gave me a playful, disheartened pout.  
 
    Her expression made me chuckle and left me shaking my head. 
 
    “You are welcome to try, if you want. I prefer a less inconvenient method.” 
 
    “Which is?” She raised a brow at me. 
 
    “We’ll make a good stock and cover our weapons with it regularly. As I said, just a bit is enough, as long as it gets in there. I won’t spoil the effect for you, not if it is anything close to how they reacted in the game.” 
 
    “You are no fun.” She pouted again, this time for real. “I like it, though. Will it work with your mace?” 
 
    “We have another thing we could use, no?” I turned the boiling water off and grabbed a big, wooden spoon to stir the pot. 
 
    “Oh. Right. The new axe.” Aisha tapped her forehead. “It’s quite perfect for our situation, even without your method. I didn’t expect it to be useful this soon. I guess I wasn’t that unlucky at gacha.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I replied and put the spoon in the water, grabbed a bag of table salt and brought it to her. “Want to do it together, partner?” 
 
    She smiled and received it. “You bet. How much?” 
 
    “Bit by bit. Just follow my instructions.” 
 
    We worked on preparing the solution before the water cooled off. I kept stirring the mixture while Aisha slowly added more salt to it, until I gestured at her to stop. Slowly, the water turned murky and visibly denser. 
 
    It was a weird feeling. Just moments ago, we had been pretty much fighting for our lives, fending ferocious tree monsters off who were after our blood, and now, we were making soup together. A rather deadly soup, to be precise. 
 
    Our eyes met and I understood that she’d had exactly the same thought. We smiled at each other and then chuckled together. The hilarity of this situation was just something else. We almost looked like a married couple, working on preparing dinner, hahaha. 
 
    After a few minutes of stirring, the mixture was ready. I instructed Aisha to bring me a few empty jars from the cupboards to one side of the sink. Then, while she held each one out, I poured the solution into it with a ladle. 
 
    “Are we going to carry these with us from now on?” she asked during the process. 
 
    “Nah. We’ll get some vials from the D-Shop or something. This is just for storing the mixture. I’ll lock them up somewhere and bring out just enough to resupply our field containers. Always better to have too much than too little.” 
 
    “Good thinking. I really can’t wait to see how this turns out. It’s both weird and… exciting.” 
 
    I smiled, pouring the last bit of the mixture into the jar she held. “Trust me. You won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    Afterward, we cleaned everything up and put the supply of saline solution away in the kitchen cabinet. There was no need to bring it anywhere else, like the storage. We only kept one jar with us, which we brough into the main section of the apartment. 
 
    Quickly navigating through the D-Shop, we ordered a bunch of vials with rubber corks, and a set of small rags. The delivery came instantly, as usual. Carefully, I filled six vials, three for each of us, and took the same number of rags since they would most likely turn solid when they dried up after several uses. 
 
    I let Aisha take care of applying the soup-poison to our weapons, bringing out the axe she had gotten us from the random box. I eagerly watched her professionally deal with the additional maintenance. We would need to apply the saline solution regularly, as it evaporated fairly quickly, but it should be worth the effort. 
 
    “Alright. Anything else?” she asked after we were done, suddenly eager to head back out and hack apart some tree people. At least eagerness was what I read from her animatedly swaying tail. 
 
    I chuckled. “No. It’s time for a show.” 
 
    Aisha smiled and stood up, tossing my new weapon to me. I made a few simple swings to get a good feel for it, before nodding to her. Each equipped with axes, we ventured into the living woods once more, aiming to explore more of our newly assigned Dungeon. 
 
    It didn’t take long before we stumbled across our first enemy. Well, more like our prey, I should say. Aisha had a truly predatory, almost feral grin on her face, eyeing the poor Woodman like a tasty snack. She was thirsty for its blood.  
 
    Or its sap, to be precise. 
 
    Making sure that it wasn’t a trap, I allowed her to draw its attention and the stick person shambled our way at a slow pace, like a classic zombie. Two of its friends soon emerged from the earthen walls of the dimly illuminated corridor and joined it. 
 
    The worst part about Woodmen was surely the fact that they were a hivemind. Each monster was created by the main tree. They weren’t smart enough to utilize that advantage well, typically swarming people with their numbers. But it definitely was a pain in the ass to deal with in narrow spaces, just like the one we were in. 
 
    Pushing the first Woodman back with the butt of her greataxe, Aisha followed with a vertical slash from above. Her blade sank into the middle of the monster’s viny chest with a melodic thunk, and the spectacle began. 
 
    She jumped back, noting the sudden change in her opponent’s behavior, wary of any tricks. But, the poor Woodman began shivering and spasming as it clawed at its own chest with the sharp, spiky endings of its limbs. The brown color of its bark started fading from the area around the cut, the sickly white spreading further and further from the wound. 
 
    If the monster had a mouth, it would have been screaming in agony. Aisha watched its insane actions with a mix of confusion and wonder. It resembled nothing more than a mad person, truly losing their mind. 
 
    Finally, after only five or six seconds of this spectacle, the Woodman couldn’t take it anymore and we saw it drive one of its spear-like arms right into the wound, effectively impaling itself on its own limb. With a few more spasms, it fell to the ground and began quickly withering away. 
 
    “What happened?” Aisha glanced at me. “I know that getting salt into a wound hurts like a bitch, but is it really enough for them to commit suicide?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly. Haaaaap!” I threw my handaxe at the next approaching monster, aiding my throw with some Telekinesis to land a perfect hit in its chest. “You know they are all connected, right?” 
 
    She nodded, rushing forward towards the third and final Woodman. “I do remember something like that, but why is that important?” she asked mid-swing. 
 
    I followed after her. “While it surely hurts like a bitch for them, it’s not the mindless puppets we are overloading with pain. After entering their system, the solution quickly reaches the Sprout, which is what connects each Woodman to the hive queen. Seed of Doom, in our case, I presume.” 
 
    “Ah. I get it. The pain gets transferred through the connection, most likely even stronger after the poison reaches their core, and the main brain hurts so much it literally kills its own Sprout to save itself from it,” Aisha reasoned it out, quickly catching up. 
 
    “Very much that,” I confirmed. “I’m glad to see that this works as well in real life as it did in the game. It will make our time here much easier.” 
 
    “For sure.” She sliced through the chest of the last enemy, causing it to suffer the same fate as its two siblings. “At least until we run into a Woodknight, or such. Those bastards have so much armor it’s a joke.” 
 
    I chuckled, leaning down to yank my handaxe out of the chest of the second dead Woodman. “We’ll have to bring out the big guns when that happens. Maybe a whole pot will be enough.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what to think,” Aisha suddenly admitted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I glanced at her after coming closer. 
 
    “On one hand, I kinda miss pushing through enemies with pure strength and brawn, but on the other hand, I love how creative and unusual your strategies are. My brain is constantly jumping between those two extremes, unable to decide which I like more.” 
 
    “We’ll definitely do both,” I reassured my drakan partner, patting her shoulder. “There’s just no reason to take on too much risk if we can do things a little safer. I do have your mental state in mind at all times, which includes you being happy with our approaches.” 
 
    She smiled, stepped closer, and left a brief peck on my cheek. “You are sometimes the sweetest thing, you know?” 
 
    I smiled back. “I try.” 
 
    “And you are doing great.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a while, until the sound of earth crumbling interrupted the pleasant moment. Aisha sighed and I chuckled. 
 
    “Want to go wild a bit?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    A wide grin curved her lips, and I didn’t need an elaborate explanation to know what that meant. Before anything happened, I grabbed a vial, uncorked it, poured some solution onto a piece of cloth, and applied it onto the edge of her axe and then my own. 
 
    With an appreciative nod, Aisha activated her Berserk and lunged at the emerging Woodmen. One of them didn’t even get the chance to fully struggle out of the wall before her vicious slice cut the monster in half, leaving its lower body poking out of the earth like a broken branch. 
 
    She had to use the skill to raise it, anyway. Our current situation was perfect for that. We were facing slow and sluggish enemies which came at us consistently, almost indefinitely. Until we stumbled on stronger variations, there wasn’t that much going on. 
 
    In the meanwhile, I could practice too. Occasionally Aisha would leave one or two Woodmen for me, which I would then pick as my dance partners. It was a great opportunity to get accustomed to a new type of weapon. And enemy, of course. 
 
    I had to keep an eye out for stray attacks, though. It wasn’t bad in the beginning, before Aisha became consumed by her drive for violence and battle, but the more time passed, the more she got lost in her battle lust. Fortunately, she was great at controlling herself, most likely thanks to the experience she’d brought over with her from her previous life. 
 
    Until she reached that point, we were fine progressing in such a way, with me freely training my Telekinesis on the side, sometimes dueling one or two of the monsters on my own, and her purging entire waves of living tree puppets, a wicked smile on her face the entire time. 
 
    Honestly, it was a spectacle to watch. Aisha was already an amazing warrior without using Berserk, and I could hardly tear my eyes away from her badass figure as she decimated her enemies with power and grace. But in her crazed lust for death and rampage, she became something else. 
 
    One might think that Berserkers hacked and slashed at their opponents almost aimlessly, completely blinded by their rage, unable, unwilling, or not caring enough to avoid most counters and other blows, but she proved those assumptions wrong. 
 
    Aisha’s senses were clearly enhanced to their limits. She moved faster, stronger, and more precise. Her reaction time was out of the world. She might have appeared a little insane, but her attacks always remained fluid and precise, almost perfect. It was certainly an incredibly useful ability if you could overcome Berserk’s Achilles heel, which was the unstoppable craving for ever more fighting, no matter with whom that might be. 
 
    Fortunately, I had that part covered, thanks to my Class and a few peculiar abilities. Who would have thought that Overlord could even lord over Berserk? Being able to flip Aisha’s murder switch on and off with only a few words made me feel like a certain hot female spy from a very popular movie franchise, with a big green guy who often went berserk. I had the power to calm down my angry companion, similar to how she could stop the green brute from smashing everything. Sort of.  
 
    Nevertheless, we quickly pushed through so many monsters that we could have built a house with the amount of timber left lying on the ground in our wake. I didn’t get to reapply the saline solution on Aisha’s axe after that initial time, though. She just kept chopping them down, all by herself, without the enhancing benefit of magical strength.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate to use the saline mixture on my own weapon. It was just too dangerous to try and get her attention to reapply the mixture. That, and I didn’t want to repeatedly bring her in and out of Berserk. 
 
    Nevertheless, she was getting some good exercise in, as well as leveling up her skill. She clearly didn’t have to do much to keep herself in shape, thanks to the normally exhausting nature of her Class. Swinging that massive greataxe surely wasn’t a breeze, as Aisha’s glistening skin clearly demonstrated. 
 
    Nothing too interesting interrupted our path of destruction. We’d most likely need to dive even deeper into this cave system. But that only reassured me. It seemed there were no big guys anywhere near the entrance to the apartment, which was nice. It would be stressful to find your portal opened right in the middle of a lair of some Rares. 
 
    The sad thing was, Woodmen didn’t have many valuable things on or in them. There was the Sprout, yeah, but most of those were destroyed when they were forced to commit suicide, or by themselves shortly after the hive brain cut the connection with its puppet. We would have to extract the Sprout from a still-living subject if we hoped to preserve it and sell it.  
 
    After noticing that Aisha was starting to slow down, I forced her out of her Berserk state and we finished the few remaining enemies together, side by side. She panted next to me, giving me a wide smile. 
 
    “Had fun?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a blast.” She all but cackled. 
 
    “Told you. You are a born lumberjack.” 
 
    I received a glare and a stab in the foot with the spike in the butt of her greataxe and hissed lightly, making her chuckle again. 
 
    “Watch your words or I will cut you down instead of those shambling trees.” 
 
    We laughed together and soon began heading back to the apartment. I had mapped a fair number of tunnels. Unfortunately, this wouldn't be as easy as the last Dungeon had been. I’d noticed us going up and down a few times. This Dungeon had floors, or something like that. I had a feeling it still hid plenty of secrets for us to discover. This would not be a simple task. 
 
    Half an hour later, we were back home. I stepped into the apartment with a long sigh. We were both covered in sweat from head to toe. That had been one hell of an exercise. 
 
    Something heavy hit the floor with a powerful thud and I spun around. I barely had time to notice Aisha’s axe bouncing off the ground when the drakan Berserker suddenly pinned me to the wall with her body. 
 
    I didn’t get to utter a single word before my lips were sealed by my companion ferociously diving into my mouth with her hot tongue. Releasing erratic sighs, Aisha pursued my own tongue in a very fierce and passionate dance. 
 
    She pulled back a little after a moment, staring at me from up close with a flushed expression and wide eyes. Which I didn’t think was purely the result of her getting a bit of exercise. 
 
    “I might need you to take responsibility,” she said with an alluring smirk. 
 
    I blinked a few times, processing her words. My brief confusion made her chuckle softly, bringing her face close to mine again. 
 
    “You are so cute when being teased,” she purred. “What I really meant was this.” 
 
    Aisha grabbed my hand and guided it down her flat stomach, causing our hands to slip under her belt and arrive at her panties. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    I instantly remembered one very specific detail about her Berserk. 
 
    She was extremely wet and horny right now. 
 
    “You had me fighting out there in that state for so long.” She began to nibble on my earlobe, gently grinding herself against my fingers. “You are ready to face the consequences, right?” 
 
    I turned my face to bring my lips to her ear and whispered, “Do your worst.” 
 
    Aisha literally growled back into me and caught my wrists in her hands, pinning them to the wall above my head. Hunger and desire warred in her draconic gaze. 
 
    This would be fun.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19
In the Hands of a Predator 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aisha’s deep crimson eyes bore into mine with powerful intent. It almost felt like I was a cornered prey, being stared down by a predator, waiting for it to strike. But I sensed that my predator was still holding back. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure about that?” she asked, her face pressed right up against mine. 
 
    “What, you think a mere human like me won’t be able to handle himself against a much physically superior race?” I smirked at her, pressing my forehead into hers, matching her hot gaze with one of my own. “I’ve never run away from my responsibilities. Ever.” 
 
    A faint spark glinted in Aisha’s eyes and her lips crashed into mine with no warning. I groaned faintly as the back of my head smacked into the wall. Despite her forcefulness, she was still able to control herself enough to keep from actually hurting me. 
 
    With her eyes closed, Aisha fiercely pursued my tongue, using her own to chase after it, inviting it for a wild dance. She was all business and I didn’t mind in the slightest. 
 
    Contented sighs escaped her mouth whenever a small gap opened up between our sealed lips, or whenever we had to pause to take a slightly bigger breath. Except for those brief moments, we were tied up in an intense spar. Her much hotter tongue had the upper hand, most of the time. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I noticed how Aisha’s body pressed up against me. Given how my leg was perfectly situated between her muscular thighs., I realized there was even more I could be doing here. Our ardent exchange had caused me to miss that particular detail until now. It would be a waste to let such a great opportunity slip by. 
 
    After a slight adjustment, my thigh collided with Aisha’s crotch, grinding into it from underneath. She released a groan that sounded suspiciously like a whimper of need into my mouth, and I felt the corners of her lips rise just a bit as she immediately began gyrating her hips. 
 
    Another wave of pleasant heat assaulted my body. While the first was constantly being released into my mouth, the new warmth spread over my leg, firmly trapped now between Aisha’s thighs. Her breath grew slightly more erratic as she ground herself into me, rubbing herself up and down my flexed quadricep. 
 
    I decided to press into her precious place just a tad stronger. 
 
    “Fuck…” 
 
    And I was met with instant response, in the form of a groaned curse.  
 
    Aisha chuckled seductively right after that and then pressed her mound down against me with even more strength. She used my thigh for her own pleasure, while assaulting my mouth at the same time. 
 
    But, she didn’t intend to keep us at this stage for too long. 
 
    Stopping the fierce make out session, Aisha withdrew her face from mine, now decorated by a beautiful and alluring smirk. 
 
    “I really scored the jackpot with you. Drakan men absolutely hate not being in complete control with passion.” 
 
    A sly grin rose on my lips. “Afraid of letting their women please them on their own accord? Are they even men, or insecure little girls?” 
 
    Aisha let out a quiet growl, grinding her privates into my thigh again, and pressing me back into the wall with the rest of her body. 
 
    Shit. It sounded damn sexy. 
 
    “You are not making it any easier, Lucas,” she cooed into my ear. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’ve made it as easy as I can,” I replied, pressing my thigh back against her mound the moment she brought her crotch down, increasing the friction even more. 
 
    Another growl reverberated in the back of Aisha’s throat. I could hear this one much more clearly, thanks to its source being right next to my ear. 
 
    In a flash, Aisha dropped down to her knees. My brain was still registering her movements when my belt literally snapped, along with the button, zipper, and most of the crotch of my pants. I came to my senses the moment my underwear disappeared in a single, swift motion, bringing my half-erect member out into the open. 
 
    Aisha didn’t leave me any time to analyze the situation, swallowing my entire cock in one go, right to the very base, pushing her fierce, charming face to my very skin. 
 
    “Oh, shiiiiit…” I cursed as my hips slammed into the wall. 
 
    With my hands now free, I supported myself on the hard surface by my sides as Aisha bobbed her head back and forth in the blowjob of my life. She had gone after Lucas Junior like a true, merciless predator, using all the necessary force to capture it, and much more. She kept pushing her mouth into me so hard my butt smacked the wall and bounced back with each shove. And it felt fucking amazing. 
 
    Perhaps a little too amazing as I momentarily lost my balance during one of those mighty thrusts. Instinctively, one hand braced against the wall, while the other shot out and grabbed the nearest available handhold. It should come as no surprise that the nearest thing ended up being Aisha’s dark scarlet horn. 
 
    The instant my fingers wrapped firmly around the menacing spike, her entire body shivered. Aisha let out a moan around my cock, stimulating it even more with the vibration. 
 
    She drew herself back, releasing my extremely happy member with a pop from the clutches of her dainty lips, gazing up at me with hooded eyes.  
 
    “I’m really starting to think that someone was lying about not knowing my weak spots.” 
 
    I chuckled wryly. “Does this feel good?” 
 
    Aisha’s eyelashes fluttered when I brushed my fingers over the warm surface of her horn. Words weren’t necessary to convey the answer to my question. The pleasure was clear as day on her suddenly flushed face. 
 
    Unable to resume her previous action, she switched into leaving tender, suckling kisses and pecks all over my entire length, not neglecting the orbs hanging just below. I continued to gently caress Aisha’s wickedly impressive little javelin, listening to her melodic sighs and relishing the care her lips lavished on my twig and berries. 
 
    After a moment, Aisha grabbed my other wrist from where it braced against the wall and pulled my hand to her other horn. Guided by her, I wrapped my fingers around it, too, now holding firmly onto both, wickedly sharp spears. Seeing me affirm my grip on her, she put my cock back into her mouth with a slow, sensual motion, maintaining eye contact with me the entire time. 
 
    It took three slams of Aisha’s hot mouth into my underbelly with her intense, unblinking gaze directed at me from below for my thoughts to finally align with her intentions. 
 
    No fucking way… 
 
    When she smirked at me—as much as she could with her lips wrapped around my girth—and increased the pace of her thrusting, I grabbed her crimson horns more firmly and pulled on them in sync with Aisha’s actions. 
 
    A groan escaped my lips as her tight insides closed around my cock, squeezing it from all sides, as the head of my cock pressed beyond the back of her throat. It wasn’t just me throat-fucking my drakan partner and companion, Aisha pushed herself forward with as much strength—if not even more—than I pulled her face into my pelvis. Loud, sloppy slapping echoed through my apartment as her face and lips smashed against my lower abs. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Aisha had torn a hole in her own pants, and I noticed her hand fiercely plunging between her thighs. Love juices sporadically dripped from her heated mound and a wet puddle stained the wooden panels beneath her hips. 
 
    “Fuck… I won’t be able to hold out for much longer like this…” I admitted under the drakan’s fierce assault. 
 
    My words seemed to be a trigger for Aisha. She dropped her jaw and left her lower lips alone in a blink, moving both hands up to my thighs, wrapping her arms around them, and holding me tightly.  
 
    The intensity of her already enthusiastic blowjob kicked up another notch as she swallowed repeatedly, pressing me back into the wall and bringing me to climax, showing who was in control of the current situation. Even my firm grip on her horns couldn’t stop my body from twitching as my hips thrust convulsively back and forth. 
 
    Needless to say, I burst a moment later as she took my cock as far in as she could, only stopping when she was kissing my underbelly. A full load of creamy delicacy flooded Aisha’s belly in wave after wave as I came in her throat. She gulped all of it down without even a hint of struggle, her throat squeezing my member tenderly as she swallowed my thick seed. 
 
    Shortly after I finished, she unhurriedly withdrew her face and mouth, attentively licking my shaft and glans as they retreated from lips’ her hot embrace. With my junior set free, she stood up with a wide smirk and licked her lips. 
 
    “Thanks for the appetizer. Now on to the main course.” 
 
    I chuckled, somehow still very hard and ready to partake in that course. That fact didn’t go unnoticed by the voracious, apparently sex-starved, drakan. Aisha eyed my erection with great interest. Wet streaks, originating from her swollen, pouty-lipped entrance, stained her inner thighs. 
 
    “Chef’s best. Bon appétit,” I threw in with a smile. 
 
    She answered my quip with a rough kiss, pinning me to the wall with her body again. I felt her hand encircle my shaft, and soon, my tip brushed against something really hot and wet. Like really hot. Two pleasantly scorching folds nuzzled my glans as Aisha rubbed my cock up and down the length of her more-than-ready pussy. 
 
    With one mighty roll of her hips, I was all in. 
 
    “Mhhhmmmm…” She released a long, satisfied hum, while clearly enjoying the sensation of impaling herself on my dick. “Compliments to the chef. Five stars. If I had any friends, I would instantly recommend it.” 
 
    We smiled at each other for a brief moment before once again pursuing each other's tongues as Aisha banged her waist into mine. Each thrust was met with a loud slap as our hips ground together in a rough show of affection. I was still technically pinned to the wall, one might even say repeatedly nailed to it by her hammering hips. 
 
    “Mmmmmm… Mnnnnn… Mmmhhmmmm…” 
 
    Aisha didn’t hide her pleasure, even with how dominant she was, letting me hear each and every one of her sighs and moans. In turn, I didn’t try to be sneaky either, groaning into her mouth whenever she ground her snug passage onto my shaft with a bit more force, certainly trying to aim for the spots I knew pleased her. 
 
    It was different, and very exciting. The fierce, charming, badass, and beautiful drakan lady was having her way with me, though it was in a mutual passion. I felt great, she felt great, everyone felt great. My cock surely wasn’t complaining. 
 
    Then, Aisha left my mouth alone for a moment and arched her back a bit. With one hand, she skillfully unclasped the buckles holding her chestplate on and threw it behind herself further into the room.  
 
    Before I could turn my face to follow the fleeing piece of metal, she grabbed her t-shirt and tore it open with a loud rip. Two alluring mountains with extremely hard peaks jiggled right in front of me, covered in tiny beads of sweat from our energetic motion. 
 
    Still pounding my hips back into the wall and breathing roughly, Aisha smiled at me charmingly. Cupping one breast with her free hand, she rolled her nipple between her thumb and forefinger, squeezing it alluringly. 
 
    “Enjoying the view? Ahhhhh…” 
 
    I tried to show some defiance, by bucking my hips up just as she brought hers down, thrusting myself even deeper and harder into her leaking honeypot as I reached for the enticing boob. 
 
    Aisha gasped in pleasure, getting bumped up onto her toes a bit, though she didn’t let me overpower her for even a moment. The fiery drakan caught my wrist as it snaked towards her jumping tit, grabbing and pinning both of them in one hand over my head.  
 
    My plan had failed miserably, and now my movements were even more limited, with my wrists pinned to the wall. Aisha grinned at me from up close. 
 
    “You think…. Ahhhh… You can take me… Mmmmm… By surprise? Mhnnnn...” she asked in between the melodic moans. “But… Mhmmmmm… I guess you deserve… Nhnnn… A reward…” 
 
    Letting go of my wrists, Aisha moved her hands to my shoulders and strongly pressed downward. My back slid down the wall and we soon were on the ground. She ended up straddling my thighs, knees spread wide, still dropping her pussy on my cock with no rest. 
 
    “Here. This is for you.” 
 
    I managed to sneak only a quick glance at her smile before something soft, warm, and a dusky tan pressed into my lips. It was obvious what the mysterious object was. Aisha’s tender breast arrived with its perky nipple right at my mouth and I accepted the gift with gratitude. 
 
    “Ahhnnn… Ahhhh… Ahhhh…” 
 
    Even louder moans filled the entryway just inside the door that led into my apartment. Aisha rolled her hips back and forth, bringing her hungry snatch down to envelope me as I licked, nibbled, and teased her nipple, switching between her breasts, in turns. 
 
    Her arms cradled my head as she arched her back to perfectly position her enticing front where I would most easily be able to worship her appetizing breasts. I could play with those amazing hills and peaks while she still asserted her dominance, grinding on me really hard. 
 
    Moments passed and Aisha turned even more ferocious with the gyrations of her hips. I took that as a sign that she was getting closer and closer to the edge. To some extent, I could also feel the pressure in her core building up, perhaps thanks to the way we were connected and my Class. 
 
    Being the good mate that I was, I decided to help her out a little. 
 
    My hands shifted from her waist to the thick and tender tail swaying charmingly behind her. Aisha shivered and paused her fierce pounding for a moment when my fingertips trailed over the scaly surface, aiming for a certain tender bit of flesh on the underside. 
 
    I thought she would stop me again, but she smiled and brought her lips back to mine again, smushing her chest into me. Having received the non-verbal green light, my digits reached the desired location and began massaging the very sensitive point. 
 
    “Mmmmmmhhhhhnnnnn…” 
 
    “Guh…” 
 
    Another shiver passed through my drakan partner’s entire body and her already tight pussy clutched at me even harder. The pleasure didn’t spike just for me from that small action as Aisha railed her snug, constricting tunnel onto my rod with all she had, pummeling my hips into the wall like a mischievous nail that didn’t want to listen. 
 
    I did my best to keep rubbing the underside of her tail, just below where it connected to her body while weathering her savage assault. The moment Aisha raised her hips so far as to almost cause me to slip free of the scorching heat of her coiling insides, I knew it was coming. 
 
    She pushed both her upper and lower lips against me with one last furious thrust and I squeezed the tender, stimulated spot under her tail as she bottomed out atop me. A powerful groan made my entire body shudder and all but vibrate, as Aisha embraced me with her whole being as she rode the cresting wave of her orgasm. 
 
    I held her closely the whole time she twitched and spasmed on my cock, her incredible pussy convulsing and constricting around my member, buried hilt-deep in her pink flower. Nearly a dozen seconds passed in pure bliss for both of us. I thoroughly enjoyed seeing my lovely companion reach the heights of pleasure with my assistance. 
 
    After recovering somewhat from her orgasm, Aisha pulled back to look deep into my eyes. 
 
    “Cursed Berserk’s increased sensitivity. To think I would cum without bringing you to the end. What a shame.” 
 
    A chuckle escaped my lips. “You already made me bust with your incredible tongue and throat in seconds.” 
 
    “Doesn’t count. It has to be in here.” She ground her pelvis around, making my cock stir her insides. 
 
    “Fuck…” I cursed. 
 
    “As I thought. You are barely holding back.” Aisha smiled beautifully and leaned forward to leave a brief kiss on my lips. “Let me reward you for your lovely cooperation.” 
 
    I felt a tug on my hips, and the next thing I sensed was the cold, hard surface of the floor pressing into my back. My body jerked a few times as Aisha yanked my armor and clothes off me while still mounted comfortably in the saddle, legs astride my hips. 
 
    Done with all the pieces covering my skin, she winked at me and got rid of the few scraps of cloth clinging to her, leaving nothing to the imagination. Her well-developed body lay revealed to my hungry gaze in its full glory.  
 
    I relished the sight of her alluring slit, spread wide by my girth, her tender, perky breasts dangling pendulously over my chest, and the incredibly mesmerizing pattern of scales that decorated various—usually sensitive—areas of her skin. 
 
    “Feel free to enjoy this as much as I do. And give it all to me,” she purred alluringly. 
 
    On that note, Aisha set her feet hard on the ground and squatted over me, lifting her hips until my crown nestled between her hot lower lips. She then slammed down onto me like a guillotine.  
 
    She arched her body, leaning back to brace her hands on my underbelly. She rode me in a cowgirl position with passion, showing her all to me. 
 
    I groaned as my own peak approached quickly. She hadn’t been wrong. I had somehow barely avoided releasing another load under her intense care moments ago. It was a miracle. A very welcome miracle. 
 
    Aisha stared me down with a seductive gaze and my eyes soaked up the sight of this badass, beautiful draconic lady. I memorized every angle and plane of her face, every curve and taut slope of her body, burning the image into the core of my memories.  
 
    Bit by bit, slam by slam, I inched closer to the finish line, as she focused with her entire body on making me feel good. This time, the nature of her movements clearly indicated that this was all for me and for me alone, unlike when she had been seeking to get herself off with my cock. 
 
    It didn’t take long before a rush of excitement and pleasure rolled up through my body. It started at my toes, and I bucked my hips in time to match Aisha’s moves. She took me to her very core, pinning my pelvis to the ground as I exploded into her furthest depths, filling her snug passage with my second full load of milky-white seed. 
 
    As I kept releasing more of it into her blazing insides, Aisha leaned forward and gifted me with a loving kiss, grinding her pussy in circles and squeezing herself around me to bring even more pleasure out of this tender moment. Her stiff nipples poked my chest like little spears, dragging across my skin with a tingly but pleasurable sensation. 
 
    I ended with a rough breath, affected as deeply by her efforts to make me cum as by the lingering, loving kisses she gave me as I came down from my high.  
 
    Aisha pulled back a little and smiled at me, brushing a mischievous lock of her dark scarlet hair behind her slightly pointy ear. 
 
    “How was the ride?” she asked with a smug smirk. 
 
    “Best. Day. Ever.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” She chuckled softly and slowly rested her cheek on my chest. “Thank you for going with my desire. I’ve never gotten to do this before.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around the beautiful drakan, holding her tightly. “I’m always here if you’d like a repeat.” 
 
    She hummed pleasantly as she nuzzled into my neck. 
 
    We definitely needed to get up and take a long shower. But, that could come in a bit. Now, we just wanted to lie down like this in the blissful afterglow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20
Suffering from Success 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of doing nothing, lying there on the wooden flooring, we both knew it was time to finally gather ourselves together. Aisha sighed into my skin, snuggled to my neck and lazily lifted herself up off of my chest. Perhaps peeled off would be a better description, with how sticky from sweat we were. 
 
    My eyes roamed over the drakan beauty’s front as she perched on my waist and Aisha smiled at me, running her finger over my stomach. 
 
    “Stop staring so much, or you’ll make me blush.” 
 
    I chuckled, raising myself up to a sitting position too. “Like something like that would ever make you blush. I would need to work damn hard for such a miracle to occur.” 
 
    She leaned forward as our faces came together and placed a tame kiss on my lips, pressing her soft breasts into me in the process. 
 
    “You just gotta keep working hard, and I guarantee you will be rewarded for it.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” I shook my head with a smile. “Right now, I should be on the path to the bathroom, and so should you. I don’t fancy turning into a Slime, with so much sweat, not to mention other bodily liquids.” 
 
    Aisha snickered and stood up, though her legs were a little wobbly. She extended her hand to me and gladly accepted her help in doing the same. We both glanced at the part of the wall which suffered our fierce assault, and the spot on the floor which had just recently been freed from the weight of our bodies. 
 
    “This will take a moment to wipe off.” Aisha smirked. 
 
    “I’ll take care of the cleanup. You can go and jump into the shower. I’ll join you in a second.” I playfully slapped her tender butt without much force. 
 
    A wide smile painted Aisha’s lips. “You are just way too lovely, you know? I’m starting to feel really, really bad for taking advantage of your kindness, especially after you indulged my selfish desires a moment ago. But, it does feel nice not being instantly put on cleaning duty, just because I’m a woman.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Well, if you want to repay me, you can always make me a sandwich after you are done.” 
 
    She snorted and slugged me in the shoulder while rolling her eyes and chuckling, in which I joined her. We grinned at each other before heading off to do our own things. Before getting under the water, Aisha brought me a few rags and helped me with the wall a little, leaving just the floor to finish on my own. 
 
    It didn’t take all that long, and I soon joined my beautiful drakan companion under the hot spray of the shower. As expected, Aisha insisted on taking care of me, since she’d just finished up, and as her way of making up for shirking from her part of the cleanup. 
 
    Therefore, I enjoyed her pleasant caresses and strong hands for a few minutes, without getting too many ideas about round three. We had just spent some quality time going after each other quite ferociously, and all we wanted right now was to relax together under the hot stream of water, which worked wonders. 
 
    Afterwards, we dried ourselves off and drifted back into the main section of the apartment to get some underwear. Covering our privates, to bring at least the semblance of decency into our life, we looked at each other. 
 
    “So, what now? Are we going to go back into the Dungeon again before calling it a night?” Aisha asked, applying some of the oil I had bought her onto her dark crimson scales. 
 
    I had to say, I was mesmerized by how personal and intimate an act it was. Quite quickly she had grown used to taking care of the tough plates around me and didn’t hide in the bathroom anymore. I could still feel some faint embarrassment coming from her through our connection, but I was sure it wouldn’t last for long with her personality. She did consider me her mate, in the end, as she had said so herself. 
 
    Trying not to ogle her too much, I shook my head. “It should be enough for today. We’ve gathered some decent information on it and the monsters inside. Our little experiment was a success too.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe a little salt and water is so effective against Woodmen. How is that not popularized already? It’s so simple. You would think someone would have figured it out after centuries with so many interconnected realms.” 
 
    Rubbing my chin, I frowned a little. “Perhaps my company monopolized this information to some extent. If this really isn’t common knowledge, and we can easily confirm that through the D-Forum and the Wiki, then this could be an amazing opportunity.” 
 
    Aisha arched a brow at me. “Opportunity to do what?” 
 
    “Make some good money from it.” I smiled at her, rubbing my fingertips and thumb together in the universal symbol of money. 
 
    She frowned, trying to catch up with my train of thoughts, and quickly arrived at the same conclusion. 
 
    “Ah. You want to sell it on the D-Market. That’s actually a very good idea.” She smacked her palm with her fist. “On second thought, though, I don’t think it will last for long. It’s just too simple. People will start copying you in a flash.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, that’s definitely going to happen. But, if there’s currently nothing like this available on D-Market, the initial release will be worth the effort. We should be able to get at least a good day or three of good sales before it crashes. We can take advantage of that grace period, and then drop it afterwards.” 
 
    “I see. Clever. A quick dip in and out. Not too much of a hassle, but potentially amazing profit. It could work.” 
 
    “Besides, I’m all for making the world a safer place. If this gets popular, and well-known, just imagine how much easier it will become for some people, perhaps helping those who might have struggled with those monsters. We’d hit two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “The alchemists trying to make a fortune selling overpriced weapon oils or poisons specifically meant for Woodmen are going to get so mad.” She laughed heartily. “If I know you well enough, you don’t plan on making this expensive, right?” 
 
    “Nah. That’s not my style, as you said, nor would it really work. If we want the word to spread, we need to snag as many buyers as quickly as possible. A low price might sound counterintuitive, but in this case it is a more lucrative strategy. And it’s not like the ingredients are rare or anything.” 
 
    “You surely know much more about such things than me, so you do the organizing and I’ll do the mixing.” Aisha thumped her chest with her fist. 
 
    “Sure. We can get to that in a moment. We’ll need to work on it together, at least at the start to build up a proper stock. If shit hits the fan as expected, these will sell like freshly baked garlic bread.” 
 
    “Is garlic bread that popular in your realm? It wasn’t such a big thing in mine.” 
 
    “I’ll let you be the judge of that,” I reply with a smile. “What do you say about a few baguettes for today’s dinner?” 
 
    Aisha wrinkled her nose a few times. “I mean… That would mean no sushi… But… I’m kinda curious, actually…” 
 
    I chuckled at her silly antics. “Really, sushi isn’t the whole world.” 
 
    “It is for me,” she huffed, putting her fists on her hips. 
 
    “Alright, alright. We’ll order the first batch and if the bread doesn’t do it for you, I’ll gladly eat your portion and order some sushi for you.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    We shook hands to seal it, and moved to the PC to make an order. In just a few quick clicks, I located several types of garlic bread in the General Goods section of the D-Shop and got us a pair of saliva-inducing sticks of fragrant and juicy bread. It arrived in an instant, as usual, and I let Aisha bring it in. 
 
    “Damn. It does smell good, and we haven’t even opened it yet,” she confessed, placing the small paper package on the desk. “It might be better than the ones I remember trying out.” 
 
    Not wanting to spoil her experience, I silently claimed my baguette from the package, just in case she reacted to it the same way she had done to being introduced to sushi. I did want to at least taste this heavenly sustenance before she devoured every existing piece of the addicting bread. 
 
    Aisha took a big bite of her own baguette, and her eyes sparkled. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm… It’s completely different… and incredible…” She hummed while taking another chomp of the crunchy piece of bread. “I love how they cut it diagonally and fill it with this buttery garlic paste or something. It changes everything.” 
 
    I chuckled at her delighted expression. “I assume your place had their own way of preparing it, with perhaps slightly different ingredients, and not prepared the same way as ours.” 
 
    “This might become my second favorite thing in the world.” 
 
    “Second?” I raised a brow at her. 
 
    “After sushi, of course.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I snorted at the smug drakan. But of course. What else could it have been? 
 
    Aisha chuckled and we focused on enjoying our meal. Between bites, I browsed through the D-Market and D-Shop to see if there was anything close to what we wanted to introduce. 
 
    Within minutes, I was sure that there was nothing. I had stumbled on a few weapon oils and poisons, just like Aisha had mentioned earlier, but that was all. Their prices weren’t readily accessible to lower-level Defenders, something that I was sure would change soon. 
 
    We discussed a few matters regarding this impromptu plan, and I began gathering information about how best to pull something like this off. It wouldn’t be the first thing I’d have sold through the D-Market, but the scale was incomparable. Who knew if there weren’t any special rules when you mass produced and sold in bulk? 
 
    I found some regulations but nothing that constrained our plans. We had a green light. The only things to do were to actually prepare the product, its store page, description, all the settings related to selling it, and then launching the marketing campaign to give it the necessary push to get the word out. 
 
    “Are we starting today, or do we get to it tomorrow?” I turned to Aisha after assimilating most of the information available on the special version of the Web. 
 
    She glanced back at me. “Do we have anything else to do? I don’t mind beginning even right now. It’s kind of exciting.” 
 
    “The only other thing I can think of that we still need to do, would be checking the properties of the moss we collected, and doing some research to see if it's worth anything. Oh, and perhaps stocking up on some of the wood from the Woodmen which we took down today, though they might have already been assimilated by the Dungeon while we enjoyed ourselves on the floor.” 
 
    “Worth it.” Aisha smirked at me. “If we set it up, we should be able to shift our attention to the moss while the water comes to a boil, no?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s do that, then. You can begin with the solution, if you want. Do you still remember the relevant details? I’ll work on the technical side of things right here.” 
 
    “A supply of poisonous soup big enough to take down an army coming right up, chef!” She saluted and slowly paraded towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Grab the mail while you are at it. I bought more vials for you to fill.”  
 
    Aisha gave me a thumbs up without turning around. 
 
    Grinning at her back, I got to work. 
 
    Creating a product page in the correct category, I began adding all the details and information about our bottled solution. Since it could be used as both weapon oil and poison, I selected the former as the primary category and linked the latter as secondary. 
 
    I did my best to write up a clear, simple description which mentioned everything that was essential without getting too deep into things. Naturally, I made no mention of the ingredients or the method of preparation. I tried to avoid giving our proprietary secret out as much as possible.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t make it sound too close to all those cringy promotional texts and ads, while still retaining a decently informative tone. Going with a purely technical description might be good, but if I took Aisha as a prime example of our customer base, a simpler approach would do much better. 
 
    I set the price at five D-Dollars. It wasn’t dirt cheap, so as not to scare off buyers who linked low price with low quality, or with scams. But at the same time, it wasn’t so expensive that it wasn’t well within the average earnings of your common Defender.  
 
    Since we weren’t a factory, the unit sale was set per bottle. Otherwise, we would become slaves of our own plan, literally living in the kitchen and fulfilling orders while the time limit for the Dungeon we were supposed to deal with ticked down. I decided to set the availability to the actual product we stocked in our storage room. 
 
    After taking care of those technical things, I began thinking about the promotional aspects of our plan. This would be a completely new product on the D-Market. It was obvious that people wouldn’t instantly jump on it after it popped up in the listings. We needed an incentive, both to get people’s attention, and to get them to try it. 
 
    If we ran an initial incentive, the organic promotion should follow suit. Us trying to sit on the D-Forum to promote it ourselves would most likely come across as a shady act; we’d appear to be a bunch of scammers or someone desperate. Personal posts would get lost in the sea of messages, anyway. I would just drop the announcement in a big thread, and that would be it. 
 
    Instead, I decided to bet on the organic method mentioned above. The D-Market did provide for some limited promotional actions, one of which was a straight giveaway. Using that feature, I set it up so that a vial of our product would be free for the first fifty people who tapped the order button, limited to one purchase—that was one vial—per person. They would then hopefully buy more vials for themselves at full price, as well as spread the word about how effective our product was against Woodmen. 
 
    Finished with pretty much everything I could do at the PC, I stood up from the desk and joined Aisha in the kitchen. We cooked up a few pots of our new moneymaker together, filling several hundred vials with their contents. It took us a little over three hours to lay up a satisfactory stock, while also having enough for ourselves. 
 
    We could always make more, but why not make hay while the sun shone? We had everything out and were making so much right now. I figured we’d make all we could with the supplies we had on hand. 
 
    Then, we sat down at the desk again and designed a simple user’s manual on a sheet of paper. The basic version was available in the description, but we both agreed that it would be good to include written instructions with the vial, just in case. It wasn’t long or complex, and got straight to the point, listing all the important steps in the usage of our small invention, also including some do’s and don'ts. 
 
    “Great, this will be enough.” I nodded to myself as we finished. 
 
    “Completely idiot-proof,” Aisha added. “Perfect.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” I chuckled. “People will always find a way.” 
 
    She sighed. “Right. My bad. There will always be someone out there who surprises you, no matter how low you set the bar.” 
 
    “Exactly. Anyway, we are pretty much ready to go. Are we going live?” I glanced at my horned business partner. 
 
    “What are we waiting for? Let’s make some money!” 
 
    “To the moon it is then!” 
 
    I registered our product and left it for review. I wasn’t sure if that was done by the System, or by someone manually, but it zipped through quality control in under a minute and we could soon admire our item amongst thousands of others. 
 
    “This feels much more satisfying than I would have thought,” Aisha admitted. 
 
    “I know, right? Let me just drop a few promo posts in the D-Forum, and we are done for the day.” 
 
    “Good. I’m getting a little tired. You’ve been working me to the bone since we got up this morning.” She poked me in the shoulder. “Slave driver.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s all because someone jumped on my bone right after we returned.” I smirked at her. 
 
    She snorted and shook her head, then made us both a cup of tea before observing the D-Market with me for a while. Unfortunately, nothing was happening. We hadn’t made a single sale and finally decided to hop into the bed for some well-earned rest. 
 
    Before joining my charming companion under the blissful embrace of the soft and comfy sheets, I decided to check to see what information I could dig up on the moss samples we’d collected in the Dungeon, while waiting a little longer to see if there were even any nibbles on our product’s page. 
 
    I was able to recognize a few species of moss with the information on the Wiki, noticing a bit too late that some of them had names while in the storage menu, which made me slap myself in the forehead. I blamed my general fatigue for not noticing this earlier, and wasting time on figuring them out manually. At least it wasn’t a complete and utter waste, though, since I had identified a few unknown ones too. Slightly disappointed in myself, I powered everything down and crawled into bed. 
 
    Aisha snuggled into me, as usual, and we drifted off in each other’s embrace, dreaming of becoming millionaires through one simple trick. All those YouTubers had nothing on us. This would be the biggest hustle in the history of the D-Market.  
 
    I woke up first and carefully slipped away from the peacefully sleeping drakan beauty. Setting up the kettle, I brewed the morning’s coffee. My companion would wake when its scent tickled her nose. With my own cup in hand, I walked to my PC and booted everything up. 
 
    The moment the DCI Hub opened, I almost dropped my mug, mouth agape, and froze at what I saw. 
 
    “What in the name of a flying fuck?!” I shouted, putting my coffee down with a shaky hand. 
 
    My voice dragged Aisha out of her dreams, and she bolted upright, jumping off the bed in a flash. Her soft breasts bounced into view as she frantically scanned the room, left leg forward and right arm cocked back in a battle-ready position. 
 
    “What’s happening? Enemy attack?” she asked when her gaze finally landed on me. 
 
    I chuckled and gave her a wry smile. “Worse. Much worse.” 
 
    Slightly confused, she walked up behind me and read the screen over my shoulder. “Oh no.” 
 
    Yep. Oh no was the perfect expression. We’d not only sold out after a single, short night, completely emptying our storage of the saline solution, but it had exploded so damn hard, we’d received literally hundreds of private messages through the ‘Contact the seller’ function, all asking when more would be available. 
 
    “Oh well. This is our life now.” I sighed, chuckling awkwardly. 
 
    Aisha snickered. “By the end of it, I wouldn't be surprised if your Class changed from Overlord of Lust to Overlord of Gluttony." 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her but smiled as I stretched my arms up over my head, then cracked my neck. "Less talking, more cooking. We gotta cash in on this before some smartass figures out it's just salt and water." 
 
    Bumping fists to celebrate our initial success, we threw some clothes on and moved into the kitchen after ordering more salt. I had a feeling I would grow to hate it very soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21
The Power of Fame 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arriving in our super-advanced and unbelievably well-equipped laboratory—aka the corner of my apartment that served as my kitchen—we stopped in the very middle. 
 
    Aisha placed her hands on her hips and turned her face to me. “Chef, I don’t think we can win this battle with normal means. Their numbers are overwhelming.” 
 
    I mirrored her pose. “You are goddamn right. It’s time to bring out the big guns. Release the pots!” 
 
    Aisha saluted and jumped towards the cupboards spanning half the wall in front of us. I rummaged through the ones hanging above, while she knelt down to go through the ones below the countertop. In less than a minute, we’d pulled out every single pot in the apartment. 
 
    A wide range of metal containers covered literally every free surface in the kitchen. I’d always wondered why there were so many, but it wasn’t like I’d cared enough to find out. It was certainly better for the apartment to have too many cooking utensils than not enough. In our case, it was exactly what we needed. 
 
    Without delay, we got to filling every single one of them with water. Since she was much stronger, Aisha held the pots while I filled them from the hose attachment on the kitchen faucet, blasting water into them as fast as possible. After a few rotations, we finished the first task on the short list of steps present in the recipe for our weapon of mass destruction, setting the first four pots on the stove. 
 
    Stepping back, we watched how the fire did its job and gradually heated the metal up. Aisha impatiently tapped her foot on the ceramic tiles covering the floor. 
 
    “Too slow. What’s the point in having all of these if we can only boil four at once?” 
 
    “Nothing more we can do about that.” I shrugged. 
 
    “I know, I know, but money is literally going down the drain the more time we waste.”  
 
    She looked around in search of another solution, but nothing else—besides maybe the electric kettle—could help us in any way. Then, Aisha’s brows rose for a moment, and I knew she’d had an idea. Without explaining anything, she hastily grabbed one of the pots on the table and brought it to me. 
 
    “Here. Hold this.” 
 
    I did as instructed, taking the heavy stock pot from her hands and doing my best to hold it at the same height she had handed it to me. 
 
    Meanwhile, Aisha disappeared from my sight. After glancing down, prompted by some movement, I found her kneeling in front of me. I was slightly confused, seeing her on her knees in front of my crotch, but her serious expression crossed out any possibility of potential mischief.  
 
    Aisha soon explained herself with her actions. 
 
    She took a deep breath, and I saw how a certain point behind her ribcage was illuminated from within. The light grew up her chest, which obviously was her windpipe, now glowing from whatever was traveling through the tube-like esophagus. 
 
    It was pretty obvious what that thing was. I hadn’t forgotten her little trick with the letter from J. In just moments, my guess was confirmed when Aisha puckered her lips, breathing a crimson jet of flame out of her mouth like she was blowing hot air. The dancing fire tickled the bottom of the pot while she kept it going. The temperature of the water rose, and it quickly started bubbling. 
 
    I smiled to myself. This was a sight I would certainly never have expected to see. 
 
    A dragon girl breathing fire at her enemies? Sometime in the future, possibly. Many fantasy aspects were part of my life now that I had signed up as a Defender. Something like that could be on my bingo list of fantasy things to see. 
 
    A dragon girl carefully breathing a small flame out of her mouth to boil water in order to create saline solution, which would later be sold to random people on the fantasy version of the Internet, who would then use it to kill humanoid tree-men? No freaking chance, man. 
 
    Yet, it was happening right before my eyes. I could sense Aisha’s smirk through our connection. She wasn’t able to grin, due to the obvious circumstances, but that didn’t stop her from acting all smug. 
 
    Unfortunately, not everything was going according to her plan. 
 
    “Uhhhh… Aisha? Could you turn the fire down a little? I can see the bottom of the pot turning orange…” 
 
    She had noticed it too and tried to fine-tune the flame after the next time she withdrew it to take another breath, but the metal was still gradually heating up. The glowing section quickly expanded from the center. 
 
    “That’s still too much. Lower it more or you are going to literally melt it.” 
 
    With a determined face, Aisha attempted another try at changing the intensity of her fire, but instead of reducing it, she somehow made it even stronger. The orange spot quickly grew, reaching the walls of the pot, and the middle turned into a yellowish shade, emitting increasingly more light. 
 
    I couldn’t let Aisha get splashed with all this boiling water the moment she burned through it, so I hastily heaved the pot to the side before that happened, pitching it behind me. The pot had hardly left my hands before the metal succumbed to the draconic flame, creating a hole in the bottom while still in mid-air. The boiling liquid splattered over the floor connecting the kitchen with the rest of the apartment, the pot hitting the floor with a loud clang. 
 
    Sighing in relief, I turned back to Aisha. She stood up from her knees with an anxious expression. I could sense that she felt really, really bad for fucking up.  
 
    Bringing out a reassuring smile, I placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Shit happens. It’s just one pot. Let’s not cry over spilled milk, or rather spilled water in this case. The idea seemed great.”  
 
    She chuckled wryly at my little joke. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I thought I had better control over my fire, but I haven’t actually practiced that much with it. There are drakans who can casually heat up a droplet on a spoon or melt through the toughest of metals at the same time. Unfortunately, I’m not one of them.” 
 
    “It’s fine. We can’t be perfect in everything. I’m sure you’ll get there with some exercises and practice, if you set your mind on it.” 
 
    A more natural smile formed on her lips. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You watch the pots on the stove, and I’ll mop up the floor. Come on, we have people to rip off.” 
 
    Aisha snickered and nodded. I moved to grab the mop just as I had said. One ceramic tile had cracked from the pot’s impact, but that was to be expected. The pot was full of water and weighed quite a bit. Nothing we couldn’t replace, though. 
 
    Fortunately, the spilled water didn’t splash anywhere important, nor was it troublesome to clean up. In the meantime, Aisha worked on our product, preparing a few batches we had bottled up in a moment. I joined her a few minutes after starting the cleanup, bringing a set of vials with me. 
 
    As we were filling them, she glanced at me. “How much did we make from the sale last night?” 
 
    “I haven’t checked yet, but we were slightly short of five hundred vials? With the tax from the D-Market, I think it should be something between twenty-two and twenty-three hundred D-Dollars? Quite a decent amount of money. Why?” 
 
    “I have another idea which could speed up the process. It’s much safer but would require a bit of investment.” 
 
    “Interesting. What is it?” 
 
    “In your plans for the future subordinates, you had in mind someone like a smith, right?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I guess so, yeah. You are doing great with maintenance and such, but it would be great to have a pro for things like that, in case we need actual repairs or something. And, we could craft stuff to sell, just like right now, except using materials we gather while clearing the Dungeons.” 
 
    “Then, what I have in mind is expanding your Personal Domain a little with a simple chamber that would serve as a forge. We could throw a few hearths inside and boil water in bigger and more durable cauldrons. It wouldn’t be a waste, if it’s going to be needed at some point anyway. Since you can place and move items freely through the System, it could be another storage room until we contract a Smith.” 
 
    Scratching my head a little with my free hand, I considered Aisha’s suggestion. 
 
    “That could actually work. Additionally, if we got a furnace or two, we could potentially smelt the Darksteel Ore we have in stock, raising its value quite a bit. I can think of at least a few other uses of such a forge chamber. The issue here is money.” 
 
    “It was a thousand D-Dollars per five square meters, right? After we wrap up and sell this batch, we should be around five, maybe even a bit more. Even if things go to hell after just a single day, we won’t be left with completely nothing.” She shrugged. “And I don’t think we need to make it huge right from the start. We can always expand it later.” 
 
    “Technically.” I corked the last vial of the batch by my side and moved a tray filled with glass flasks away. “We can see what happens after we restock the solution and then decide. There were a lot of messages asking about it, but someone might have already seen through our magnum opus.” 
 
    “Let’s do that, then. We need to empty a few more pots, fast. Maybe not how I did it earlier.” Aisha chuckled wryly. 
 
    I shook my head with a smile. “I told you it’s fine. We all make mistakes. At least you thought of something.” 
 
    Ending our chatter, we focused on preparing the saline solution and filling the countless vials. The clock was ticking and time was money, as the gurus of many fields used to say, mostly in business and finance. We had a crowd begging for some salty soup waiting at our proverbial doorstep. 
 
    No further accidents occurred in the kitchen, and it took another hour to use up all the gathered water. To not leave the pots dirty, we quickly cleaned them and set them down on the drying rack and just about any other free space of the available unoccupied counters and flat surfaces. 
 
    Next, we transported all the vials to the storage and set them on the ground.  
 
    Just as we were leaving, we caught the sight of something very peculiar. 
 
    Shortly after we had placed the last batch on the ground, the first few vials were surrounded by a violet aura and disappeared with a faint flash. One by one, the other vials followed, and we watched in awe as some kind of magic took the fruits of our hard labor away from us.  
 
    We both knew it meant that the System had noticed that our product was back in stock and our stuff began selling again, meaning that money was flowing in. It was curious and fascinating. Even Aisha was surprised to see it. If I remember correctly, she’d had to use magical tags to mark items for shipment, which was a big difference from seeing them simply going poof on you without any input. 
 
    Escaping the mesmerizing show, we moved to the desk and sat down in front of the PC to check a few things regarding our sales and to plan the expansion of our little nest. I quickly navigated to the D-Market and checked the history of transactions. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing out of ordinary here at the very beginning,” I said, scrolling through the long list of purchases. “But what the fuck happened at half-past four?” 
 
    I stopped at a certain point. Before then, the sales were low, with just one or two vials going out every ten or fifteen minutes, more or less. Such a pace was to be expected. I’d figured that would continue for at least a day or two. 
 
    But then, things went off the charts. The number of orders spiked drastically. From a few per hour to tens, and then hundreds. It was a miracle. We both wondered about the reason behind the sudden change. 
 
    Part of the mystery was solved the moment I went back to the D-Market’s homepage. Aisha stopped me before I moved to a different sub-section by slapping me repeatedly on the shoulder, mouth agape while pointing at the screen.  
 
    What she had noticed was our little product. Right there, on the front page. Featured and clearly highlighted in the HOT segment with a few other items. Out of all of them, the tile with our special solution had the biggest icon, resembling a ball of flame, like the ones you could often find in internet shops. 
 
    “Damn. It looks like our soup-poison got super, super popular amongst the other Defenders,” I commented. 
 
    “No wonder it sold out in a blink. I was sure we would have some initial issues in gaining authenticity since our price was so much lower than the next cheapest weapon oil, which might make lots of people skeptical, but with something like this, it’s basically like we got the D-Market’s seal of approval,” Aisha added. 
 
    “Yeah. And I’m sure that section is moderated,” I agreed with my drakan partner. “But, even so, to get there, we had to already have good traffic on our product page, or a really high number of purchases in a short period. So, I don’t think this is the reason behind the sudden explosion.” 
 
    “You are most likely right.” She nodded. “Can we even figure this out? It’s not like we can ask whoever manages the D-Market to share with us more sales information, right?” 
 
    “Surely not.” I shook my head. “There’s another way we can fish for hints, though. Confident in our great product, I left the review feature on. We can check if there are any, and what people are saying.” 
 
    “Oh. What are we waiting for, then? I’m so curious. And thrilled. It’s a completely new feeling, totally different from the thrill I get in a fight. I never thought selling something you made could feel this good.” 
 
    I chuckled at the enthusiastic drakan and quickly navigated to the review section under our concoction. The sheer number of reviews shocked me greatly, and I had been expecting a big one after all of this.  
 
    We had slightly over four hundred ratings, with at least two hundred being written reviews, featuring the customer’s thoughts on the product. That would mean that a huge majority of people who had bought our solution not only left a good rating, but around half were so satisfied with it that they put that gratitude into writing. 
 
    There were so many, that reading through them all would take way too much time. Since we were short on that particular resource, needing to jump back to production very soon, I just skimmed over the reviews after sorting them from oldest to newest, going slowly enough for Aisha to comfortably read over my shoulder. 
 
    No real surprises, just people praising the product after trying it out, mentioning how skeptical they had been in the beginning, but that it exceeded their expectations completely. The few negative reviews mostly complained that there was not enough in the vial. You couldn’t satisfy everyone. 
 
    It continued like that until, again, one specific point. 
 
    Suddenly, the character of the reviews changed hard. After the switch, most of them referenced a name in their text, mentioning how the reviewer had bought it due to someone’s advice. The ratio became totally skewed and those reviews dominated the section after that specific hour. 
 
    “They all talk about Cressrick. Who the hell is that?” Aisha wondered out loud. 
 
    “I have no idea, but he has to be a big figure. It honestly feels like some popular streamer accidentally showed our product to thousands of their viewers, unintentionally sending them to flood the page and get one for themselves.” 
 
    “Streamer? What’s that? Do they swim upstream while people watch or something?” Aisha brows drew down and she wore a perplexed frown. 
 
    “Uhhh… Streaming is like sitting in front of your desk with an artifact that can show you and what you are doing to everyone who has one with a receiving and displaying function, as the thing happens. Streamers entertain their audience by doing fun things that people like to see. That’s the gist of it. I can try explaining it more in-depth, later.” 
 
    “I think I get it. Thanks.” She turned to the screen again. “So, this Cressrick could be a streamer?” 
 
    “I don’t think any streamers exist amongst Defenders. The paranormal part is kinda secret, isn’t it? Plus, cameras and content distribution are quite advanced technologies, perhaps somewhat possible in the dwarven metropolises you mentioned shortly after we met, or my realm, but…” 
 
    With a few clicks, I shifted us to the D-Forum and took a quick glance around. 
 
    “Aha. Just as I thought.” I opened one of the threads and gestured at Aisha with my brows. “This Cressrick seems to be a well-known and well-respected user on these forums. We got lucky and he stumbled across our solution. This looks like his extensive thoughts on it and he mentioned how effective it is. He really emphasized that part.” 
 
    “I see. This… thread… has a slightly different color, and his name has some icon, too, so I guess he is quite an important member of this community. He basically advertised our product to his followers and everyone for free. Amazing.” 
 
    “Yes, and then the word spread far and wide. His post got so many reads and replies, and the time of its creation aligns with the spike in sales from the history tab. Influencers are really scary. A single comment from someone like that can turn something from a failure into a huge win, and vice versa.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a win for us, so far.” Aisha smiled at me proudly. “There are no imitations or copies yet, so let’s try to make use of this opportunity to the fullest.” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded. “Time to make this apartment a little bigger again.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 22
Gathering Some Firewood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan right now?” Aisha asked, crossing her arms under her chest. 
 
    “Wood. The freshly prepared stock should take a few minutes to go out, so we should focus on getting things ready for the forge chamber. We’ll expand our Personal Domain after a few more bucks appear in our account,” I replied. 
 
    “Gotcha. I guess it’s time to chop down some more trees. Just what I need to unload the stress and frustration from almost giving you a high-degree burn.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “We are already past that. Mistakes were made. But, I agree with the first part. I too am eager to duke it out with a few Woodmen. Let’s get ready and not waste any more time.” 
 
    Getting up, we walked to the storage to equip our respective armor and weapons. 
 
    “It could be a good idea to add an armory somewhere along the road,” Aisha suggested while we were laying the various bits of armor out on our bed. “An easy and quick access to our gear will be appreciated, and necessary once there are more people under you.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I would gladly expand our apartment as much as possible to include everything we can think of, but the issue with that is the price. It’s already quite high, and I’m pretty sure it increases every time you use it. Best to make big upgrades all at once, unless you want to be stuck with very limited options,” I shared my thoughts as I buckled Aisha’s pauldrons to her breastplate. 
 
    She stuck out her butt a little as I lowered the armor from above while standing behind her. A small smirk decorated her lips as she rubbed herself into me, throwing her usual teasing into our preparations. 
 
    After a few scratches to the underside of her tail, she quickly stopped causing mischief, unable to resist shuddering as my fingers gently kneaded her weak spot.  
 
    Two could play this game. 
 
    “You are right. My little fortress cost me a small fortune beyond a certain point. I don’t regret anything, though. What else are you going to do with your money, if not make your life more comfortable and exciting?” Aisha asked after getting ahold of herself once more. 
 
    I shrugged, letting go of her thick, scaly tail. 
 
    “Dunno, perhaps make it safer instead by making sure I have the best possible gear and consumables on me before diving into a Dungeon. I think you know which one of these is a tad more crucial.” 
 
    A soft chuckle escaped her lips. “Right.” 
 
    “We’ll think about possible upgrades after we see how much we are able to earn before our masterplan goes to complete shit. I don’t want to empty our coffers completely at any point. It’s always a good idea to save something for a rainy day.” After finishing fastening all the important buckles and straps on Aisha’s armor, I stepped to her side and started prepping my own equipment.  
 
    She moved to give me a hand in gearing up. “Understandable. There’s nothing worse than going broke in the middle of a run. I once overspent a little and had to push through a filthy, slimy, just the worst sewer-like swamp without any useful items. After that misadventure, I swore to never again drop below a certain threshold. Just one batch of Cleansing Spirit would have been enough to make it a much more pleasant experience.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate. Don’t worry, I won’t let you bankrupt us, even if you wanted to. Financial security is almost as important as personal safety. You don’t want to fuck up either of those,” I informed my drakan partner. 
 
    “Much appreciated.” She laughed openly. 
 
    Aisha finished helping me gear up and we quickly put on the smaller pieces of armor before getting ready to bring some firewood back to our cozy nest. 
 
    “Wait just a moment. Speaking of security and safety, let’s grab one more thing. Better safe than sorry,” I said and jogged to my PC. 
 
    Without a word of protest, my Berserker friend joined me a moment later and observed how I navigated through the D-Market. I ordered a bunch of vials filled with orange liquid and the package arrived almost instantly. 
 
    “We’ll grab it on the way out. Let’s go.” I gestured at the door. 
 
    “What did you get?” Aisha inquired as we headed towards the exit. 
 
    “A certain very corrosive substance in an extremely fragile flask. You were saying not that long ago that Woodknights are a huge pain in the ass. Our miraculous weapon oil won’t give us an edge on them,” I explained briefly. 
 
    Aisha shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll stumble on any of them this close to the apartment, but sure. You truly never know.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so certain. Don’t forget that they are a hivemind. I have a feeling that the Seed will send some of its goons after us, given how much we overloaded its connections with pain. We have certainly made it at least a little angry.” 
 
    “Let them come.” Aisha rested her giant axe on her shoulder. “The stronger the enemy, the better wood they have. Nothing beats your wood, though.” 
 
    I snorted, shook my head, and opened the door for my frivolous companion. 
 
    Honestly, I was a little curious about Woodknights and wouldn't mind having a try at one. The heavy-armored version of Woodmen would be a good practice target. They were even slower than the common grunts, from what I knew. Their extreme toughness was what made them a formidable foe. 
 
    And, it looked like either of us had jinxed today’s adventure. 
 
    Barely moments after we crossed the doorstep of our lovely apartment, we spotted a group of branch-heads loitering around near one of the earthen tunnels leading further into the Dungeon. One of the tree-stump-for-dick dudes stood head and shoulders above the rest, making him easily recognizable as a Woodknight. 
 
    Aisha immediately assumed a battle stance while attentively watching the enemies in the distance. 
 
    ~They haven’t seen us yet. Surprise attack?~ she asked telepathically. 
 
    ~Correction. They haven’t sensed us yet. Their ‘vision’ is based on lifeforce. Thankfully, the detection range of the foot soldiers is utter trash,~ I responded. 
 
    ~Huh. Good to know. What about the big black guy?~ 
 
    Just as she’d mentioned, the single larger, stronger opponent was of a slightly different shade than the rest. While most Woodmen’s bodies ranged from various lighter browns to faded greens in color, Woodknights’ figures were predominantly an ash gray, supplemented by the addition of heavy, black, sturdy-looking, armored plates over their entire frames. 
 
    You had no doubts where the name came from after just a single glance. The aforementioned reinforced armor was ingrained into their skin and formed flat blocks of much stronger wood than what made up their actual bodies.  
 
    The style, the mix of gray with a darker black, and the placement of those tiles, created the illusion of a heavily armored member of some respectable knightly order. The only piece lacking was a helmet. They still had the same wild offshoots instead of a head, a tangle of tree branches growing from their shoulders. 
 
    ~He’ll have slightly better senses, but still bad enough for us to try and sneak around this group so as not to show them where our base of operations is. I know that they supposedly can’t barge inside it, but that doesn’t mean I trust those safety mechanisms, and I’m not thrilled by the prospect of trying to open the door while some stickman is trying to impale me,~ I answered Aisha’s question, slowly arriving at her side. 
 
    ~After you, then, boss.~ 
 
    I brought out my map, which had barely anything on it, since we hadn’t explored all that much, and hastily traced out a few routes with my finger, searching for the shortest path to the party of Woodmen from the other side. We had a few other corridors we could make use of. 
 
    This whole situation felt like we were some random survivors, trying to maneuver around a pack of blood-thirsty zombies. Those were the vibes I was getting. 
 
    Fortunately, I found a few connections leading back around to the earthen tunnel that the wood people currently occupied and shared the information mentally with Aisha. She sent me a confirmation the same way, and we ducked into a corridor off to our left. 
 
    Everything depended on us staying undetected, since if even a single enemy spotted us, they all would know our location. Swarms of the creepy and very angry stickmen would surround us in a flash, completely ruining any chance of an ambush. 
 
    I attentively observed the walls of mud on either side, while Aisha focused on the tunnel before us with her much better draconic vision. While the underground was dimly lit by the glowing moss, meaning I didn’t have much of an issue spotting things, I was obviously no match for the badass drakan. 
 
    Slowly but surely, step by step, we navigated through the tunnels while remaining on high alert. Besides the large group we’d seen at the start, we didn’t stumble onto any other Woodmen along the route to flank them. I bet they were a pursuit team that had been sent after us last time, having stopped where they lost sight of us, probably when we dove into the apartment. Perhaps the entrance door was masked from their senses. 
 
    Fortunately, without any interruptions, we arrived where we expected to see them again. Aisha stopped suddenly and backed around a corner, behind which was the path leading to the enemies. 
 
    ~What now? Any great ideas?~ she asked. 
 
    ~Nah. Just do what you do best. Cut down some trees.~ 
 
    Her amused chuckle reverberated in my mind. ~Roger that, chief. One delivery of fresh lumber of the highest quality coming right up.~ 
 
    ~Focus on the big guy and I’ll do my best to keep as many of the smaller ones off your back as possible. We will see if this is a trap after the few first seconds. If the walls don’t start birthing tree-men, we are good to party,~ I added. 
 
    Aisha nodded at me, and we coated our weapons with a dose of deadly salt soup, our proud invention and top-shelf product. Ready as much as we could be, we stepped around the corner and rushed our unsuspecting enemies. 
 
    Crossing half of the distance separating us in a flash, my drakan Berserker jumped into the air as high as the ceiling allowed with her Launch. Shouting fiercely, she soared towards some poor, random Woodman and landed a heavy hit on it from above, splitting it cleanly in two with her Ground Pound. 
 
    I took a quick glance around. Seeing as there were no immediate signs of a trap, I brought out two vials of our makeshift Saltwater Grenades and threw them at two enemies about to attack Aisha’s flank, enhancing the throw with Telekinesis. 
 
    The glass shattered after slamming into its targets with the precision of a professional sniper, all thanks to my very useful ability, and splashed them with stinging, burning liquid before they could take any action against my partner. 
 
    Everything had happened decently fast, but the Woodknight reacted to the ambush and spun around, swinging its long arm at the still-crouched Aisha. Unbothered by the two foes convulsing in pain beside her, she put her guard up and blocked the incoming heavy blow by bracing her weapon horizontally above her head. 
 
    Even from afar, I could feel the might of that attack. My impressive Berserker faltered a little when receiving it. That dude was swole as fuck, putting many bodybuilders to shame. While I had expected it to be strong, I hadn’t expected it would have enough power to make my partner struggle from the initial blow. 
 
    I didn’t like that. 
 
    Aisha managed to push back its massive arm, forcing it to stumble a few steps back and jumped straight into her Whirlwind. The first spins that her greataxe made cut down the paralyzed Woodmen and she began moving towards the toughest nut to crack. 
 
    Running after her, I quickly sank my handaxe into the chests of three of our smaller enemies, leaving them alone to commit seppuku without staying to watch the show. I had my own role to play in this spectacle. The main heroine needed her prince to assist her. 
 
    The fiercely rotating drakan, whose twirling axe generated a quite pleasant hum, didn’t have much of an effect on the big guy, besides pushing him back a bit each time the blade of her axe scraped over its unexpectedly tough chest. She spun fast enough that it prevented her enemy from taking any other action, keeping it locked in a loop of getting knocked back and trying to catch its balance. 
 
    But while a few bystanders had been turned into firewood already, this stalemate couldn’t last forever. Each second she spent inside her Whirlwind ability, Aisha burned a small percent of not just her mana, but also her energy. It was both inefficient and dangerous for her to spin for a prolonged time, at least at her current level. 
 
    Knowing that I had gotten closer to support her, she stopped the skill and came to a halt, wobbling unsteadily on her legs for a second. It was enough for the Woodknight to attempt another strike, but I wouldn’t give it the pleasure, pulling Aisha back by her tail just enough for it to miss her completely. Its massive spike-shaped limb stabbed into the ground where she had stood. 
 
    Retaining the momentum I had given her, Aisha slammed lightly into my chest and chuckled. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I got your back, partner. Now go get him.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    Pushing herself off me after regaining her balance, she lunged at our larger opponent, leaving the little ones to me. I did my best to keep an eye on her while fending off the three remaining Woodmen who, thankfully, all focused on me instead of my beautiful warrior friend. 
 
    Aisha landed a few hits on the Woodknight’s torso, but these left only shallow cuts in its tough shell. That black plate armor was really annoying. The only soft areas were all in places quite hard to aim for, like its armpits, the backs of its knees, its elbows, and such. Her sizable axe wasn’t nimble enough to constantly attack those spots; not like the enemy offered up its weakest points freely. 
 
    Another blow from above came at her and Aisha took a slightly different stance than before, having learned her lesson the first time. This time, she angled her greataxe diagonally with the blade against the ground just so, so that the Woodknight’s arm slid down the axe’s long shaft and slammed into the earthen floor of the tunnel. 
 
    The weapon was exactly where she wanted it to be and it glowed slightly crimson as Aisha released a loud shout, swinging the axe upwards while activating Sunder. A violent arc of crimson mana shot from it, crashing into her opponent from point-blank range and launching it backward several meters. 
 
    I took a swing from one of the two remaining Woodmen on my buckler and landed a strike on another one’s chest, turning towards my partner to check on the situation again after the brief distraction. 
 
    Aisha’s attack had created a long vertical wound across the Woodknight’s entire torso but had failed to penetrate its armor. 
 
    Damn. Those fuckers were really tough. She could slice through stones with that attack. It was so annoying that she almost had to use her Berserk to overcome the slightly stronger—though still normal—mob. 
 
    Although, the keyword there was almost. 
 
    “Stop it for a second!” I shouted, thrusting my hand into the pouch strapped to my thigh. 
 
    Curling into herself for a brief moment, Aisha suddenly spread her arms wide and released an earth-shaking, draconic roar which knocked loose chunks of earth from the ceiling and walls, causing them to rain down around us.  
 
    The Woodknight and the last Woodman froze on the spot while I remained completely unaffected by her Piercing Roar. Quickly making sure that I landed a few deep enough hits on the branch-headed freak, I tossed an orange vial at the stunned Mr. Swolebark. 
 
    With the aid of my Telekinesis, the vial of acid soared over Aisha’s head and shattered against the Woodknight’s chest. The corrosive substance began sizzling immediately, releasing a lot of smoke. We watched as the acid ate through its armor in the blink of an eye, revealing the ashen main body hidden beneath. 
 
    Aisha didn’t let the chance go to waste and launched a powerful thrust right into the gap the acid had created in its armor, puncturing the monster easily this time. She stabbed as deeply as she could; the tip of the axe stopping only after running into the inner side of the armor covering her opponent’s back. 
 
    Withdrawing it with style, she glanced at me. I nodded while gesturing with my eyes at the dead Woodmen lying around my feet. She had nothing to worry about on my side. So far, at least. 
 
    A loud thud captured Aisha’s attention and she turned to the front again just to catch a small cloud of dust rising from the ground where the heavy body of the Woodknight had just fallen over. Our oversalted soup and her thrust, which appeared to have grazed the Sprout, was a fatal combination for the poor guy. 
 
    “Looks like help won’t come that soon,” I commented. “It must have been a forward party.” 
 
    “Hopefully that stupid seed falls for our scheme and assumes that we came from this side. It would make our neighborhood much safer,” Aisha responded, coming toward me. 
 
    “We will see. Right now, we need to get our firewood before it disintegrates. The forge won’t run on gas. Uhhhh… At least I don’t think it will? I suppose I should have checked on that, first.” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “If this gas works in a similar way to how dwarven cities distribute what they often call spicy air, then that would certainly cost you a small fortune just to keep the flame lit. Wood or coal is a much better option. Especially when we have an almost infinite supply of the former.” She smiled at me charmingly. 
 
    “Now I’m curious. I wonder how much my gas bill would spike if we did that. Would what we earn in D-Dollars be enough to cover it? Would someone get suspicious after noticing a single apartment consuming an amount equivalent to an industrial factory? Ugh, I won’t be able to stop thinking about it.” 
 
    Aisha let out a hearty laugh and slapped my back a few times. “Less speculating, more chopping. We have quite the cargo to haul back home.” 
 
    “I have a better idea. Pile the bodies on top of the Woodknight. We should be able to transfer them with you, through my ability. Technically, it’s just wood, right?” 
 
    She raised a brow at me. “Smart. I won’t need to sweat my tits off that way. Although, I will miss you washing them for me in the shower.” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. “We can arrange that anyway. Come on, before more firewood starts popping out of the walls.” 
 
    We quickly did as I’d suggested and I sent Aisha off with the piled-up wooden corpses. My bright plan worked, and she dropped them in the middle of the apartment, before returning to me. 
 
    Since we still had one use of Summon Bonded and Recall Bonded each, allowing me to teleport Aisha once more for a full round, we decided to delve a bit deeper to gather some more firewood, if any more of the walking kind was hanging out near our crib. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   

 Chapter 23
An Unexpected Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How far are we going?” Aisha asked, taking a sip of water from the bottle I had passed to her. 
 
    “We explored a little bit of this level the last time, and I don’t think we should move too much farther, but let's try checking out the lower floor. I remember seeing a descending path somewhere around here,” I answered, taking it back from her. 
 
    “Good idea. We should be careful, though. These kinds of arrangements, with multiple layers or floors, often have different surprises awaiting trespassers. It’s not a rule, of course, but I’ve seen enough to assume so right from the start.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure. That’s quite logical. If we somehow end up walking closer to the Seed, it’s only natural that things will get only worse. Our opponent is a bit more versatile in this environment than the Kobolds were back in the caverns.” 
 
    “Damn right. I hate monsters that can utilize the terrain to their advantage. You never know when another Woodman will jump out of a wall right at you. Any bright ideas, or useful spells, that would let us detect them early?” 
 
    “Nothing either of us could utilize at this moment.” I shook my head. “And such consumables or artifacts would drain our account in a flash. Forget about the forge, we would be living on scraps until the next clear.” 
 
    Aisha shuddered in front of my eyes, grabbing her arms. “Gods forbid… That would be insufferable…” 
 
    “Yeah. We—” 
 
    “I can’t imagine life without sushi…” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes. But of course, that was what had been on her mind. Seriously, how big of an addict could you become after trying something out just once? 
 
    My drakan companion chuckled softly at my reaction and I stepped closer to land a light slap on her tender ass. 
 
    “Enough joking around. I expect my guard to be ready to intercept any possible threats at any given moment. Remember, failure means no more sushi for you. Ever. For obvious reasons.” 
 
    She hastily saluted in a serious manner. “Yessir! No one shall harm the sushi provider!” 
 
    I shook my head with a smile as we finally reached the passage I had mentioned earlier. It clearly led below, descending in a slight spiral at a mild angle. The aesthetics remained pretty much the same as we carefully walked down. 
 
    After around three minutes of going downhill, we reached flat ground once more. A more spacious chamber welcomed us, still made of hardened earth and decorated by luminescent moss. I was glad that at least this one detail hadn’t changed. It didn’t affect the enemy, but made it much easier for us to spot things. 
 
    “Which way now?” Aisha glanced between three possible exits. 
 
    “Let me just mark this stuff on the map… and pick whichever you feel better about. We won’t be delving too deep this time, anyway.” 
 
    “You are the leader here. You decide,” she replied, resting her axe on her shoulder. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I pulled out a small throwing knife from the bandolier strapped around my right leg and laid it down in my open hand. With a light push, I threw it into the air just slightly above my palm and used Telekinesis to send it spinning. 
 
    The little blade made a few circles before it lost momentum. I gestured with my head towards the exit closest to the direction the tip had ended up pointing towards. 
 
    “Neat. Do you throw parties?” 
 
    “For you? Double the price.” 
 
    Aisha snickered and we began heading out. From the sizable, earthen chamber, we entered a decently tall and wide corridor. Tree roots broke the surface of the mud now and then, fortunately belonging to actual trees, and not their blood-thirsty, evil cousins.  
 
    Even so, we eyed each twisted wooden limb with suspicion. You never knew when those bastards would turn on you. There could always be a silent impostor among us. 
 
    Fortunately—or unfortunately, since we were looking for them, this time—no Woodmen or Woodknights crossed our path. It was always like this. Want to move silently and undetected? Here’s a whole army. Want to seek out and find your enemies? Have fun reaching the endpoint without a single fucking living soul in sight. 
 
    I swear fate was just like printers. It could smell when you were in a rush. 
 
    “Crystals,” Aisha pointed out the change in scenery. 
 
    “Oh. You are right. And they glow too.” 
 
    She snorted. “Are you sure your organization isn’t rigging your Dungeons? It’s the second time in a row, in a beginner’s Dungeon no less, that we’ve stumbled across something valuable. At least I think it is. Is it?” 
 
    I passed her and walked up to a pointy, glass-like shape that stuck out of the nearby wall. Similar to the Lumerus Moss, it gave off a faint radiance in rainbowy hues. It didn’t shine per se, but it did glow softly. 
 
    A few pokes revealed that it wasn’t embedded in the hardened mud too firmly and I was able to pull it out. This particular piece of crystal was about the length of my hand, while its thickness was comparable to about three fingers banded together. It was generally rough, yet it still had a somewhat naturally polished shape. 
 
    “Peculiar… I can sense mana inside…” I whispered to myself. 
 
    “Mana? They are Mana Crystals? You are a walking treasure finder, I kid you not.” 
 
    “Let’s not be too hasty. The amount is minuscule. I can only notice it thanks to my exercises related to Telekinesis. We need to find more, to be sure, but they might be just your common shiny rocks that soaked up some mana during their lifetime.” 
 
    Arriving closer, Aisha peeked over my shoulder. “Still, that means there has to be a source somewhere in this Dungeon. Or had to be. Even if they aren’t worth much, it’s a good sign.” 
 
    “I’m starting to suspect that the moss wasn’t like this initially, either. It has much better capabilities when it comes to absorbing things from its surroundings than these.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that it was Lumerus Moss?” She raised a brow at me. 
 
    “It could have evolved from some other random moss species. It’s not like it only begins existing as Lumerus Moss and doesn’t appear in any other way.” 
 
    “I guess. I’m no weed expert. Best I ever did was grinding some herbs I’d bought on the D-Market into dust and turning them into a healing salve for when I burned my ass in a pool of lava.” 
 
    “Me neither but bits of lore still slumber peacefully in my mind until some trigger brings them up. Anyway, let’s continue. I’ll collect a bunch of these, and we can study them thoroughly after we get back.” 
 
    Tucking the crystal into one of my pouches, I turned around and followed after Aisha, who had already started walking further into the tunnel. Other shiny formations didn’t appear as often as I wanted them to, only showing up once every five minutes or so, when we noticed them poking out from the ceiling, the walls, or even the floor. Not all of them stuck out as far as the first one. 
 
    Luck was clearly on our side, though, as we found a bigger cluster a good fifteen-minute walk from the first crystal. I knelt down to dig it up, using my handaxe while Aisha stood guard. 
 
    The moment I lifted the mesmerizing chunk out of the dirt, however, something flashed underneath it and sped towards my face. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed, stumbling back and falling on my ass. 
 
    “Enemy attack?” My Berserker friend gripped her weapon tighter, readying herself to strike whatever had come after me. 
 
    I opened my eyes, which I’d closed when I covered them earlier, to find a fist-sized ball of pink floating right in front of my head. A pleasant hum accompanied it as it pulsed softly, expanding and shrinking ever so slightly, as if breathing. 
 
    “A Pixie?” Aisha raised her brow at the tiny entity. 
 
    The Pixie in question hovered in the same spot for a few moments longer and then began circling me, making laps around my entire body. After a few rounds, it flew over to Aisha and repeated the motion, before finally returning to me and stopping where it had initially hung in the air. 
 
    “I never thought I would get to see a Pixie in my life.” I chuckled. “But, this explains a lot. It’s definitely not alone. Their presence might have been what influenced the moss and the crystals. Pixies are a pure form of mana, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “What was it doing under that cluster, though?” Aisha asked. “Do they like to rest in such places? Is this how the other crystals and moss got infused with mana?” 
 
    “No idea. Maybe it was sleeping or some—” 
 
    I paused when the Pixie made a few lively loops and darted towards the pack of crystals that I had dropped when it surfaced earlier. It disappeared behind the shiny rock, and then partially peaked over the edge, showing a tiny fraction of its body before it was gone again. That popping motion repeated a few times. 
 
    “What is it doing?” Aisha wondered out loud. 
 
    “It’s… hiding?” I took a guess. 
 
    Immediately, the Pixie rushed to my face and cheerfully spun around in vertical circles, leaving an adorable afterglow behind itself, which constantly formed a half-ring. It was kinda cute. 
 
    “It can understand us?” My partner came closer and squatted next to me. 
 
    “Seems like it,” I replied. “So, you have been hiding? Why?” 
 
    The glowing ball stopped spinning and hovered in the air without much movement. Then, it zoomed towards one of the walls and began creating the shape of the number eight near its surface. Aisha followed it to take a closer look. 
 
    “I think it’s pointing at the root here. Were you hiding from the Woodmen?” She glanced at the Pixie. 
 
    Again, it made cheerful vertical loops. We were now sure that it meant to convey something akin to a confirmation. 
 
    “Woodmen should find it almost impossible to wound Pixies, as they can only deal physical damage. Unless there’s something that I don’t know about,” I commented. 
 
    “Yeah. And these little orbs are way too fast for them to catch. Why were you hiding so meticul—ah, wait!” 
 
    As she was speaking, our new friend rushed away from her, soaring through the air in the direction we had been heading towards a few minutes earlier. I quickly stood up and dusted off my butt. 
 
    “Let’s follow it. Carefully, though. I don’t think it’s a trap, but that doesn’t mean this Pixie can’t accidentally lead us into one,” I suggested. 
 
    “Agreed. I’m really curious about it. All the Pixies I ever stumbled onto during my first life were rather wary. This might be fun. I always wanted to befriend a Pixie.” 
 
    “Weak to cute things?” I smirked. 
 
    Aisha elbowed me in the side, making me chuckle in a slightly strained fashion, and we jogged after the fleeing pink orb.  
 
    Thankfully, our guide was aware of the limitations our fleshly bodies put on our movement and slowed down a little. It still zoomed forward at quite the pace, but it doubled back any time it flew a bit too far out in front of us. 
 
    We kept our guards up the whole time. It was exciting, for sure, but we were still in the middle of the enemy’s territory. Who wouldn’t be curious about the place a Pixie led them to? We, for sure, wanted to at least check it out. It might turn out to be another jackpot. 
 
    Five minutes of walking at a fast pace later, the Pixie came to a halt right before a T-section. We quickly caught up to it. 
 
    “What’s wrong, buddy? Forgot the way?” I asked our guide. 
 
    It floated towards the tunnel on the left, then back to us, and then hastily hid behind my back. I glanced at the pink orb over my shoulder. It kept hovering by my belt, much less lively than just moments ago. 
 
    I locked gazes with Aisha. 
 
    “It looks… scared. Or worried, maybe. I think it wants us to go that way,” she nodded at the left tunnel as she shared her thoughts. 
 
    “Same here. It feels a tad ominous, though. Let’s take this slow; it has to have a good reason for acting like this.” 
 
    Aisha nodded and took the lead. The Pixie remained behind my back as we made our way through the passage it had pointed to, clearly not wanting to be in sight. I guess it could technically hide itself inside me, but maybe it didn’t work like that. Hell, what did I know? 
 
    After a while, we noticed some noise ahead. Quite a few things grazed over the earthen floor, releasing odd sounds. We were pretty sure those belonged to the Woodmen, considering the characteristic brushing and scratching. Some faint creaking and wooden thumping soon confirmed our assumption. 
 
    Aisha neared the edge of the wall and took a peek around the corner. I could see her brows furrowing from the side. She looked around for a few seconds, glancing to the left and then at whatever was in front of her, before moving back several steps behind the corner. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “I… don’t know…” she answered with an unsure tone. “The Pixies… are in… cages?” 
 
    I frowned too. “In cages? Do they have special artifacts or what? Pixies should be able to phase through any normal metal or wood, or at least squeeze between the bars.” 
 
    “Take a look for yourself. I can’t grasp what is happening.” 
 
    Prompted by my companion, I switched places with her, moving closer to the entrance of the chamber before us. Just like she had, I very carefully peeked around the corner and my eyes instantly widened. 
 
    A fairly spacious room extended out in front of us. Numerous pillar-like structures rose from the ground. They looked somewhat like crude bird cages, the ones you might see in old cartoons, made of gold or brass and standing on a single post. In this case, they were made of wood, obviously, and weren’t nearly as beautiful. 
 
    Another difference was that there were no birds or other animals inside the cages. Instead, each cage held a Pixie. Somehow, dozens of floating orbs had been caught and were currently imprisoned by the Woodmen in this chamber. For some reason, those Pixies looked weak and distressed. They obviously couldn’t simply phase out of their prisons. 
 
    The Woodmen themselves seemed different from the ones we had met before. They weren’t like the Woodmen grunts, but neither were they Woodknights. Their bodies were much spindlier, and had a dark green tone.  
 
    Another change was their upper limbs. Instead of spikes, hooks, or wooden blades, their arms ended in what looked like oversized baseball gloves. I felt like if they brought those mitts together, they would overlap to form a big cup or a bowl. I had no idea why, though. Those didn’t look like offensive modifications. 
 
    My doubts were cleared up just a moment later. 
 
    A new Woodman walked into the earthen hall from another opening. It held its hands together just like I had envisioned. In the empty space between them, I could see a wriggling Pixie, darting about in every direction, clearly in a panic. It seemed to be held in place by a greenish glow that came from the wooden mitts surrounding it. 
 
    The monster approached an empty cage and literally shot the Pixie out of its hands like from a cannon, releasing a faint flash from its joined limbs. As the violet ball entered its designated prison, a dark emerald pulse passed through the wooden bars and down the single leg of the structure, heading into the ground. 
 
    Locked inside, the Pixie quickly lost its vigor and hovered in place almost lifelessly. It was pretty obvious that this birdcage-like thing was sucking its energy from it and transferring it somewhere else. If my guess was correct, the destination of that mana was the current whereabouts of the Seed of Doom. 
 
    I pulled back, not willing to risk getting spotted and glanced at the pink ball floating between me and Aisha.  
 
    The drakan lady raised a brow at me. “So?” 
 
    “I think these Woodmen are capturing Pixies, and using those weird cages to suck the energy out of them for some reason. It doesn’t look good. And there’s a new type of enemy in there that can somehow catch them,” I explained. 
 
    “The hell? I’ve never heard about anything like that before. It’s so damn bizarre. Why are they doing that?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I spread my arms out, palms up. “No idea, besides transferring the energy to the Seed, of course. In any case, it’s bad news for us, and for our new friend.” 
 
    Bringing her axe forward, Aisha smacked the shaft into her hand. “I say we wreck their shit.” 
 
    “I agree. What do you say about trying some guerrilla tactics?” 
 
    A vicious grin rose on Aisha’s lips. “Hit and run?” 
 
    “Hit and run.” I smiled back. 
 
    “Oh, boy. Here I go chopping again!” 
 
    She activated her Berserk and lunged through the opening. I chuckled to myself and turned to the pink Pixie. 
 
    “Stay here. We’ll free your friends. Just run away if any of those monsters come your way.” 
 
    Not waiting for its non-verbal confirmation, I followed after my excited mate and sprang into the chamber. By the time I got there, Aisha had already cut down a few of the cages, slicing through their column-like supports. It seemed enough to disrupt the connection they had with the Seed or whatever powered them, and the little wooden cells’ green glow faded. The released Pixies scattered in every direction, zipping towards every available path of escape. 
 
    Since we had to hurry, taking this chance with no combat-type Woodmen present in this underground prison, I followed after Aisha and began chopping down another row of those fucked up pillars. I couldn’t topple them with one strike like she could, but three swings of my smaller axe did the trick. 
 
    Spontaneous laughter and shouts accompanied the thudding of my handaxe as my violent partner wreaked havoc in the chamber, both amongst the enemy’s ranks and amongst the imprisoning structures. With just one use of her Whirlwind, she destroyed an entire section of those wooden cells. 
 
    The Woodmen obviously tried to fight back, but their hands were clearly designed to catch Pixies, and they could only try to bash at us with either side of the incomplete bowl. Whatever the magic in their limbs did, it didn’t affect us. I felt some strange pulling sensation tugging me towards them, but it was weak, perhaps comparable to my Telekinesis. 
 
    In less than three minutes, the prison facility was in shambles. I noticed the first signs of backup arriving, hinted by the crumbling earth and numerous sticks poking out of the walls, and hastily turned towards Aisha. 
 
    “Chill the fuck out, now!” I shouted. “You are not yet on the level to speak with the manager of this pet shop!” 
 
    My words, imbued with the power of Command, brought her out of her rage and she hastily ran at me. I only realized her intentions after spotting her sparkling eyes and sly grin. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no—umph!” 
 
    Aisha leaned forward a little as she ran, scooping me up and throwing me over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Cackling wildly, she sped out of the earthen cavern before we could be surrounded by our enemies. Laughter echoed and complete destruction trailed in our wake as we sped homeward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24
A New Objective 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aisha carried me on her shoulder the entire duration of our trip home. She continued to run forward, shouting for me to call out directions every time we approached a series of openings. It was difficult to guide her, while constantly bouncing up and down as I tried to crane my neck around to compare what I could see with my map, but at the same time the situation was funny and silly enough that I tolerated it. I decided to let her enjoy her bit of mischief. 
 
    Not that far from home, we ran into a small squad of Woodmen—four of them to be precise—and stopped to deal with the monsters, since they’d wandered too close to our apartment for comfort. Each of us was already warmed up, so we quickly dispatched the stick boys without much of an issue. 
 
    Finally reaching the entrance, we jumped inside and locked the door behind ourselves, sighing heavily afterward. We glanced at each other and started chuckling, in sync. 
 
    “That was one hell of an escape,” I commented with a smile. 
 
    “You can always count on me, partner.” She gave me a wink. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind whenever I need to snag a sack or two of potatoes from a nearby market during our Time Off. You seem like the perfect person for the job.” 
 
    Aisha snickered and lightly slugged me in the shoulder.  
 
    “I thought you enjoyed being on top of me. Looks like I was wrong.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, a smile still curling my lips. 
 
    “But, to be perfectly honest, I do have some experience transporting hefty cargo that way. I used to help with construction before becoming an adventurer. You know, carrying a log or a beam every now and then. Not all drakan are battle junkies. Those who aren’t, make good laborers,” she admitted. 
 
    “No wonder it felt like you knew what you were doing. Thanks for the trivia. Unfortunately, my life up until now wasn’t nearly as interesting, so there isn’t much I could share in return.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Aisha shook her head. “Pretty much everything about how your realm functions I find amazingly interesting. I would love to learn more about your past too.” 
 
    I chuckled, peeling my back off the door. “Perhaps I’ll try to think of a thing or two that might provide some entertainment. Most tales would be connected to my work in an office, though, so don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    Aisha grinned and sauntered over to my side. After glancing into each other’s eyes for a moment, we leaned in to join our lips together in a brief kiss. My companion chuckled into my mouth and walked away first. 
 
    “So far, you’ve exceeded my every expectation, so I feel pretty good about getting my hopes up. You have yet to disappoint,” she threw this last quip at me while her beautiful, scaly tail swayed enchantingly behind her back. 
 
    When she stopped, so did I. Our wrists buzzed faintly. Aisha brought her smartwatch up to her face, and I echoed the motion. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Your brave performance netted you enough experience to raise your level! 
 
    Lucas King: Level 5 -> Level 7 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 14 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Huh. A double level-up,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “Same here.” Aisha backed up and joined me from the front. “We must have been really close to Level 6 before crashing that wooden party. That’s the only explanation I can think of. We haven’t leveled up since finishing the Tutorial Dungeon.” 
 
    “Those weird Woodmen must have given us a lot of experience points, then. We did best a Woodknight earlier, but even that didn’t push us over the threshold to Level 6. Or the cages counted too.” I rubbed my chin. 
 
    “Whatever it is, this is nice. Any growth is welcome, and I got a skill out of it too.” 
 
    “Oh? Which one?” I glanced at her wrist. 
 
    “Sharpen. First time I’ve seen it, actually. I didn’t have anything like that in my previous run.” 
 
    “I think I recognize that one. Care to bring up its details?” 
 
    Aisha nodded and carefully navigated to the proper menu before triggering the illusory description function of her watch. A see-through display of text sprang up between us. She was getting better at handling this magitech stuff. 
 
    We read the description. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Sharpen (F) 
 
    Condensing your mana, you can coat your blade with it, making it much sharper than what’s naturally possible to achieve. No common whetstone can match the spell’s effectiveness. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Duration: 2h 
 
    Recharge Time: 8h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty much the Sharpen that I recognize from the game.” I patted Aisha on the shoulder. “Congratulations. It’s your first step on the new course that you decided on earlier. This is one of the first skills available when following the development path of physical violence.” 
 
    “Neat.” She chuckled. “Is it any good?” 
 
    “It gets much better later on, but the initial version is nothing to scoff at. Slicing slabs of metal like butter will be a daily thing for you in the future. Right now, you can make your weapon about twice as sharp as normal. Great for our current situation.” 
 
    “Can’t wait. Too bad it has only two uses of two hours each. That’s half the uptime, considering the recharge rate.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You can’t get too OP, too quickly. Charges will increase and the recharge rate will be reduced with each rank. Also, though the description doesn’t mention it, but there’s a neat trick to this. Even if your weapon is dulled or damaged, the condensed mana kind of overwrites that, since it covers the blade slightly above the metal.” 
 
    “That’s amazing.” Aisha glanced at me with a wide smile. “Does that mean that it retains its shape even if a bit gets chipped off?” 
 
    “Yep. Exactly that.” I smiled back. 
 
    “Great. But, I still won’t neglect maintenance. Nothing eases one’s mind like knowing all your gear is in perfect condition.” 
 
    “I would expect nothing less from you.” 
 
    With a soft chuckle, I patted her shoulder and entered the main section of the apartment. I was really grateful for all of Aisha’s efforts to take good care of our equipment. 
 
    “Are we going to distribute the stats now?” she asked, beginning to unbuckle her armor as she trailed behind me. 
 
    “Sure, in a bit. First, though, let’s check our storage. I think that’s a much more pressing matter than tapping a plus symbol a few times.” 
 
    Aisha seemed to agree, as she didn’t voice her disagreement or any concerns. We quickly made ourselves more comfortable and strode to the room next to my bed. After walking into our little warehouse, I was taken aback. 
 
    My lovely drakan partner peeked over my shoulder. “How is it? Do we need more?” 
 
    “It’s all gone.” 
 
    “What? Already?” 
 
    I made some space and she joined me inside the storage room, seeing for herself that not a single vial was left behind. They had all turned into D-Bucks while we had been gone. I could literally smell the money that had been added to our account.  
 
    But, that also meant one more thing. 
 
    “Good gods. My cooking is going to rise like two ranks from this.” Aisha chuckled wryly. “We better set up that forge—or whatever—soon, because I can’t bear using the pots again.” 
 
    “Damn right. The vials are going out like hot cakes.” I turned around to face my Berserker mate. “You don’t have to force yourself to help if you don’t want to. I can see how it might get unbelievably boring after a day or two.” 
 
    She shook her head with a soft smile. “What kind of a Subordinate would I be then? I ain’t no freeloader. I was just joking a bit. If you tell me to get in the kitchen, I will do so without a word of protest.” 
 
    I snickered at her obvious jest. “I know. I was just letting you know too. Let’s check our earnings, before setting up a proper, professional drug den.” 
 
    We walked to the PC side by side and sat down in front of it together. This time, Aisha didn’t bother with the second chair next to mine for herself. Instead, she settled herself comfortably in my lap, head resting against my shoulder, with her legs curling sideways over my left thigh. Her tail brushed slowly back and forth against my right thigh. 
 
    This cursed tease. 
 
    I checked the D-Market first, and found that our reviews had pretty much doubled since the last time we’d checked them. Several hundred more messages asking about another batch of the mixture pretty much clogged our inbox. The available vials had run out in little more than half an hour after we’d restocked. 
 
    Insane. 
 
    We had to cash in on this opportunity. There was no doubt that competition would soon surface, and when that happened, it just wouldn’t be worth it. The time and effort we’d expended were already fairly significant, when compared to the reward. We weren’t planning on slaving our lives away for a D-Dollar or two. 
 
    Our account showed a grand total of 6,392 D$. A bit more than I had initially calculated if you could call it that. I’d just made a quick back-of-the-napkin estimate after our first payout had arrived. The solution’s popularity kept surprising us greatly. 
 
    “Why is that one block glowing a bit more than the others?” Aisha asked while I was shifting through the menus. 
 
    “Which one?” I swiftly returned to the main screen and looked around. “Ah. Assignments. No clue. Let’s check.” 
 
    I selected the stylized rectangle and was brought to a log that recorded our Dungeon runs and listed our current tasks. While Tutorial Dungeon 01 was grayed out—still clickable, though—the next one, the Beginner Dungeon 01, had a slight green tint to it, followed by an exclamation mark. 
 
    Tapping it revealed not only the information we had already seen, regarding the Dungeon we were tackling at the moment, but also a new button. This button, named Additional Tasks, had appeared along the bottom of the text box. A pulsing plus symbol accompanied the new writing. 
 
    No surprise there, I clicked it. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Bonus Objective 01 
 
    You have discovered the unfortunate plight of the Pixies, who were inhabiting these earthen caverns long before the Dungeon leaked into them, and demonstrated your desire to help the oppressed entities. Free all of the Pixies from the hands of the Seed of Doom and they might return the favor by helping you in your struggle to clear the Dungeon. Bring peace to their underground home to receive additional rewards. 
 
    Rewards scale with the number of Pixies saved. 
 
    Completion Time: Until Clear 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we missed the notification when we focused on the level-up but… Woah,” I mused. 
 
    “Sudden Quests are rare. We are really lucky. We can now hit two birds with one stone. You planned on trying to save as many of them as we could anyway, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Within reason, of course, but yes,” I replied. “I guess there’s now an actual incentive for that. Do you know anything about the rewards?” 
 
    Aisha spread her arms out, palms up. “Usually, they would be listed below the objective, but we got a scaled reward. Those vary, ranging from some common equipment to maybe even things like Residence Upgrade Permits or Subordinate Tokens. For sure, we will at least get a significant bonus added to our normal clear reward.” 
 
    “That sounds enticing. What do you say?” I glanced up at her. 
 
    She showed a wide grin. “I’m all in for wrecking some more of those creepy-ass cages. Besides, the quest hints at a possible alliance with the Pixies. I’m like super curious how they could actually aid us. I’ve never heard of a Pixie fighting back. Pranks and mischief? Sure, plenty of times. But combat? Nah, not even once.” 
 
    “It’s settled then. We are going to hunt the jailers before we face the Seed of Doom. I welcome any help making that task safer and easier.” 
 
    “After we finish playing restaurant, you mean.” Aisha snickered. 
 
    I chuckled too. It was impossible to refute. 
 
    Not wasting any more precious time, we navigated to the Residence Management submenu and began plotting another room to add to my apartment’s bounds. We chose to set it up on the other side of the bed.  
 
    Not wanting to overspend this early in my new career, we only purchased two 5x5 square meters of additional space, placed them one after the other, which cost us two thousand D-Dollars. We had to pick up a door, too, and I slapped it into the empty hole that appeared in the wall. 
 
    Buying equipped rooms was so much better than this. 
 
    Moving to the additional space, we found a completely empty five-by-ten chamber, as expected. It was necessary to throw a bunch of small utilities inside before we even began filling it up with equipment. Aisha watched from the doorframe while I operated the construction simulator from my PC. 
 
    I attached a few simple lanterns to the walls, which gave the room a pleasant yellowish hue, for the sake of a nice atmosphere. Next, I placed a narrow hearth in the middle of the room, covering only half the available space since we didn’t need all that much at the moment. The actual purpose of this chamber hadn’t been decided, so why waste money? 
 
    To match it, I bought a few metal cauldrons on tripods—or quadpods, in this case—setting them up over the shallow pit in the hearth. With the main portion of our forge or lab ready to go, I added a single furnace in the far corner, so that we could get to smelting the Darksteel Ore too.  
 
    Some simple shelves, conveniently spaced along the walls, and we were pretty much done. All in all, we’d spent about three-and-a-half grand on everything. Not the worst deal ever, but certainly not the best either. Hopefully, the investment would pay for itself in a jiffy. 
 
    “Alright. It’s time to get those iron boys all hot and steamy.” Aisha winked at me when I came to check on how things looked. 
 
    “Let’s grab the firewood we chopped near our little nest on the way back from our latest foray before it disappears. That would be a waste of a good wood.” I waggled my eyebrows at her. 
 
    She chuckled with a wide smile and we moved to the entrance, grabbing our weapons just in case. You never knew. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The moment I opened the door, a familiar sight greeted us. 
 
    “A Pixie?” Aisha tilted her head at the unexpected guest, which floated before us on the other side of the door. “It must have followed us back from that place.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s the same one we initially met? It’s pink too,” I wondered out loud. 
 
    To answer my question, the Pixie made some vertical loops with joyful abandon, which we quickly recognized as the same ones our little friend had made earlier. We were now sure this was the same Pixie we’d found hiding under a cluster of shiny crystals. 
 
    “Glad to see that you are doing okay, buddy.” I smiled at the cute orb. “Did your friends manage to get away?” 
 
    It again made the swooping circles that I took for confirmation. I nodded happily at Aisha, proud of our little stunt. 
 
    “Do you need something?” She asked, coming closer to the pink sphere. “If you came to ask if we could help others, then—” 
 
    Before she could finish, our enthusiastic friend flew towards her and circled Aisha’s body—from her feet to her shoulders—before making rounds around her face a number of times. It then zoomed to me and did the same thing before stopping by my cheek. 
 
    I glanced at it curiously. “I think that means something else. It might be hard to figure out what exactly, though, unless we want to play the guessing game, again.” 
 
    Clearly understanding our frustration at the communication issue, the pink Pixie floated by my face almost motionlessly, perhaps thinking of a hint. It then slowly circled both of us again and moved towards the open entrance to my apartment. 
 
    Some weird net of sigils and symbols lit up over it when it got close, preventing it from going inside. The cheerful orb kept moving around the doorframe, though, returning to my side shortly after. It flew back and forth around my hand, so I turned it over, palm up, on top of which, it then landed. 
 
    “I think I’m confident in my guess enough to bet one of my horns.” Aisha smirked at me. “It clearly wants to stay with you.” 
 
    “With us,” I corrected her with a faint grin. 
 
    The Pixie launched itself upwards and began making the confirmation loops again. We chuckled together. It hadn’t taken us long to figure it out. Our new friend was quite good at charades. 
 
    “Do you think you can register it as a Subordinate, perhaps?” she wondered. “Or give it permission to enter your realm? Otherwise, it will certainly get left behind when the connection gets cut once we are done here.” 
 
    “I have no idea, honestly. I didn’t see an option to add a Subordinate, only to summon or create one. Nor did I notice anything about authorizing guests under the Residence Management tab.” 
 
    “It would be closer to a pet.” Aisha snickered. 
 
    I shook my head with a smile and brought out my smartphone, diving into the Wiki first. My drakan mate arrived behind me and read over my shoulder as I scrolled through various entries related to Overlords, Subordinates, familiars, pets, et cetera. Even our pink friend seemed to pay attention, floating between our faces. 
 
    “It looks like there is a way to recruit a Subordinate without using those two options. Unlike using the normal options, though, the target has to be completely willing to come under me and must agree fully to become subservient. And, it should work without a Token, if the entity could be considered a familiar-type—more or less—albeit only once,” I summarized what I had found. 
 
    “Other than that, it’s only the normal master-familiar pact, I guess. But, without someone to properly conduct the ritual for us, it would be quite costly. The materials for that are damn expensive.” Aisha sighed. “Too bad you aren’t a tamer.” 
 
    “I tamed you, does that count?” I smirked at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me with a smile. 
 
    “So, are you going to take it in?” 
 
    “I don’t know. No offense, little guy, but I’m just not sure if I want to use up my only free Subordinate-Familiar spot.” I tried to mimic patting the pulsing pink orb. “What do you think, Aisha?” 
 
    My drakan partner shrugged. “Beats me. I’d say, why not? Do you think you will get a better shot in the future? There’s that full willingness part, no? Does our Pixie friend even agree?” 
 
    I turned my eyes back to the sphere in question. “Do you?” 
 
    Almost instantly, it spun around in vertical circles the fastest we had seen yet, causing the two of us to chuckle at the adorable display. Its answer was obvious. 
 
    “How can I say no to such enthusiasm?” I laughed as it finally slowed to a stop between us. “Whatever happens, happens. Let’s do it and get the Woodmen before they dissipate into nothingness."

  

 
   
      
 
   

 Chapter 25
A New Companion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how does this work?” Aisha asked, once we’d decided to adopt the cute floating ball of pure energy. 
 
    “From what I read, for a familiar-type connection, we should make do with my blood and both sides demonstrating a clear willingness to go through with it. If there’s any doubt or uncertainty, the bond won’t form,” I answered. 
 
    “What about people? Can you turn a person that hasn’t been summoned through the System into your Subordinate?” 
 
    I scratched my head a little while scrunching up my face. “The info on that seems a bit vague. I think it’s possible, on a similar basis, but there might be a quirk to it depending on what kind of Overlord you are. At least that’s what people suggest. Who knows how much of that is even true?” 
 
    She smirked at me. “I think I know what your quirk would be.” 
 
    “Oh? Care to share, then?” I glanced over at her, curious. 
 
    Aisha’s lips curled into a mischievous grin as her gaze wandered down my front. Realizing what she meant, I rolled my eyes at her antics, but smiled involuntarily. 
 
    Yeah, if it was going to be anything, it might as well be about that. Overlord of Lust and all. At least it wasn't pain, torment, or agony. I could well imagine how much worse those paths would be when it came to fulfilling that requirement. 
 
    She chuckled softly and lightly slapped my arm. “Let’s get a move on, before the wood goes poof. We did bring in a good stack of it earlier. But just like you said, why let it go to waste?” 
 
    I nodded at my drakan partner and turned to our Pixie friend. 
 
    “Last call to back out. Are you sure about this? I can promise to be a good master, but those are just words. You might not be able to free yourself easily after the ritual.” 
 
    “I can vouch for him,” Aisha chimed in, slugging me in the shoulder. “Best master I’ve ever had. Ignoring the fact that he’s my first.” 
 
    I shook my head with a wry smile and watched the pink sphere hang in the air without moving for a few seconds. It then buzzed in what felt like joy and made a few energetic loops of confirmation. 
 
    That was so freaking adorable each damned time. 
 
    “Alright. I hope this works. Come closer. Or fly closer, whichever suits you better.” I chuckled. 
 
    The Pixie listened to my request and stopped right in front of me. Guided by what I had checked in the wiki and the forum, I unsheathed one of the daggers strapped to my belt and made a shallow cut on my ring finger. 
 
    “This part I’m not so sure about, but… I have to somehow share my blood with you, while both of us will the connection to be created.” 
 
    Ignoring my brief confusion, the pink sphere jiggled faintly and darted down, towards my hand. Before we understood what it was aiming for, my finger disappeared. 
 
    My brows crawled up to my hairline as I watched the Pixie pretty much impale itself on my digit. I mean, yeah, I knew it was kind of ethereal, spiritual, or whatever you might call it, but I hadn’t really seen it phase through stuff yet. 
 
    Immediately, a weird sensation assaulted my finger. It was hard to pinpoint. I guess it was somewhat like sticking it into a pool of water, except that I didn’t feel any wetness. Instead, my skin prickled as millions of little needles poked me lightly from every possible angle. 
 
    It wasn’t painful. No, the sensation was closer to a tingle, and was perhaps a tiny bit irritating, but I could tell that there was no obvious damage being done to my flesh. At least, that was what it seemed like. I wasn’t so sure about the long-term effects of prolonged exposure to Pixie radiation, though, if something like that even existed.  
 
    After a moment, I felt something else, inside my own mind and body this time. My phone buzzed and I checked the notification. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You are trying to form a Subordinate bond with a Pixie. 
 
    Due to the nature of the requested entity, the assumed bond is chosen as follows: 
 
    Subordinate Familiar 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Mutual agreement and will - Confirmed 
 
    Mutual consent - Confirmed 
 
    Exchange of spiritual carrier - Confirmed 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Do you want to register the entity as your Subordinate Familiar? 
 
    Y / N 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    Without thinking about it for long, I tapped the confirmation button. My attention was quickly stolen by an unexpected phenomenon. The Pixie, which still surrounded my finger, began to glow brighter and brighter until both Aisha and I had to cover our eyes from the searing, vibrant pink light. 
 
    The radiance faded as quickly as it had begun, and another notification appeared on my phone. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    The entity Pixie is now bound to you! 
 
    You are now able to access its information through your Subordinate Management function. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it worked?” I half-asked, half-announced. 
 
    “Cool. You can stop fingering the Pixie now.” 
 
    I chuckled at Aisha’s playful remark and pulled my digit out of the prickly sphere, bringing it up to my face to inspect. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, though, besides the fact that the wound I’d made in my finger was gone. 
 
    Glancing at our new companion, I arched a brow. “Is this your doing? I don’t think I can heal this fast, even if that was just a tiny cut, and even if my body is now slightly better than it was, thanks to the System.” 
 
    The cute orb spun around in a gleeful circle, and I could guess what it meant to convey much, much easier than before. 
 
    “Oh. I understood that perfectly,” Aisha said in a slightly surprised tone. 
 
    “Same here. That’s going to be useful.” 
 
    “For sure. Although, I will miss the guessing games a tiny bit.” She smiled as she came closer to both me and the Pixie. “So, it can heal?” 
 
    “I got a notification that I can check on it in my Subordinate Management, so we’ll see about that in a minute. First, the wood,” I replied and started walking away from the apartment, giving the cheerful orb a brief pat before doing so. 
 
    “Roger that, boss.” 
 
    Aisha quickly joined me, and we navigated to the spot where a few dismembered Woodmen lay on the ground, some already stacked in rather neat piles. I collected those, while Aisha piled up the less dismembered bodies on top of each other. She left the biggest one on the bottom with its legs sticking out, thereby creating a makeshift sled. 
 
    A sled from the corpses of your enemies. 
 
    Metal as fuck. 
 
    Without any interruptions, we brought all that wood back home. Me carrying a bunch of loose pieces in my arms, and Aisha pulling the rest of the wood on her impromptu sled, to the accompaniment of odd scraping sounds.  
 
    Our spherical friend buzzed around both of us like an extremely excited bee, with a pleasant hum, instead of the usual buzz. 
 
    Thanks to the bond, nothing stopped it from flying straight into my apartment when I opened the door. It instantly started zooming through the entire place. The sight made us chuckle as we exchanged glances.  
 
    It felt like bringing home a little puppy from a shelter. I had never imagined myself getting such a unique doggo, though. Hopefully, the no-pet rules of my lease didn’t apply to fictional fantasy creatures. 
 
    Well, maybe not so fictional anymore, but I digress. 
 
    We transported all the bits and pieces of the Woodmen into the freshly constructed forge, including the wood we’d left chilling in the storage from our previous escapades, after chopping their corpses into neatly sized blocks.  
 
    Aisha set the wood in the little trench running through the center of the narrow hearth and we stepped back, side by side, our fists on our hips. 
 
    “Ah, shit. I fucked up.” I winced a little after noticing something. 
 
    “What? Why? We are ready to go full factory mode now.” Aisha glanced at me while furrowing her brows. 
 
    “Factory mode might be a good term.” I spun my wrist in a circle, waving my finger at the ceiling. “There’s one crucial element that accompanies those.” 
 
    “Which is?” she asked, getting only more confused. 
 
    “Where there is fire, there’s…” I raised a brow at her. 
 
    Shifting her gaze between the hearth and the ceiling a few times, my intent finally clicked in Aisha’s head. 
 
    “Ah. Smoke. Fuck.” 
 
    “Exactly. Fuck.” I chuckled wryly. “With the door behind us being the only path leading outside, my apartment will turn into a smokehouse in a blink once we light these up. I think you are aware that closing the door won’t do much good.” 
 
    She rubbed the back of her neck. “What now? This kind of cripples our plans.” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one thing to do. Back to the Residence Management tab, in the hopes that we can fix this.” 
 
    Walking back into the main section of the apartment, we navigated through the menus. Fortunately, there was an entire branch related to forges and similar workshops, where we found that ventilation was a thing. 
 
    Modern technology to the rescue. 
 
    Instead of purchasing a pricey set that included a complete installation, I picked out the parts individually, which reduced the cost of our mistake to just over five hundred D-Dollars instead of over one thousand. I had to place and connect each piece myself, but it was nothing more than a fun Tetris-themed make-it-fit on the computer screen. 
 
    In the end, our workshop gained a set of large—though thankfully quiet—fans attached to the ceiling which were supposed to suck up all the bad stuff into a simple circuit of vents that led everything away. The pack available for purchase had dedicated sleeves specifically for furnaces, but we didn’t need them since this was more of a hybrid room without a single, clear purpose. No reason to overpay for things we didn’t need. 
 
    I was curious about one thing, which was the most expensive part I’d had to add. The vents ran into one of the walls, obviously one of the outer walls of the apartment, but I worried that thick, black smoke coming out of a random flat in the middle of the building might be rather eye-catching. 
 
    Thankfully, something called a filter existed; its description mentioned its main function being that of absorbing and dispelling toxic fumes. 
 
    What greeted us when we walked out onto the balcony to see what others might see, was a standard, consumer AC unit hanging on the wall. Its fan slowly spun, as the entire system had already started circulating air through the forge room. Supposedly, it was equipped with a magical purifier to do its job. 
 
    All hail fucking magitech. 
 
    In the meanwhile, our new friend flew straight into the barrier blocking off my apartment from the outside world, bouncing off it with quite the rebound, causing both of us to chuckle at its wobbly movements afterward. It had learned how limited our space was the hard way. 
 
    Without wasting too much more time, we got to work. I had a feeling that our little hustle wouldn’t last for much longer. It always went like that. The moment you set things up properly, everything went to shit in less than a day. Of course, that meant we couldn’t afford to slack now. 
 
    Aisha lit the stacked wood while I filled the pots with water. She seemed to possess the ability to inherently understand the fire’s temperature and intensity, preparing the entire length of the hearth almost perfectly for boiling water without any accidents. I left the duty of watching over it to her, and focused on mixing the salty soup. 
 
    The pink Pixie floated around us the entire time, keeping well back from the equipment. It must have understood that this wasn’t the time to play around or act too lively, letting us work pretty much unhindered. Whenever it passed close to either of us, we threw a tender pat onto its shape with a warm smile. 
 
    “Does it have a name?” Aisha asked as we shuffled around the workshop. 
 
    “No idea. It certainly can’t let us know by itself. I guess it’s time to check you out, buddy.” 
 
    While stirring one of the pots, I pulled out my phone and navigated to the Subordinate Management menu. Its glowing pink form showed up above one of the flat pedestals just next to Aisha. Where its name should be along the bottom of the pedestal, only question marks showed. 
 
    I tapped the Pixie’s avatar to get some more details about it. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    INFORMATION 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Name: ??? 
 
    Race: Pixie 
 
    Age: 749 
 
    Affiliation: Lucas King 
 
    Position: Subordinate Familiar 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “There’s not that much information in its Status. The name is just a bunch of question marks, and it doesn’t even list a level among the few entries,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “More like a pet than a familiar, then,” Aisha replied. “I’m kinda glad, since that means we don’t have to share experience with it, but also somewhat sad that it’s like this. I guess it can provide emotional support, at least.” 
 
    “It does have the Abilities section. Let me take a look.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ABILITIES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Light 
 
    Minor Recovery 
 
    Crippling Discharge 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Light, Minor Recovery, and Crippling Discharge,” I listed them for my drakan mate. “None has a rank. Now we know what happened to the wound on my finger. Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    I gave the Pixie a few gentle taps and it wiggled excitedly under my palm, proudly receiving the praise. 
 
    “Hey, it’s always something. I honestly expected nothing. Regarding the name, though, maybe it just doesn’t have one?” Aisha wondered out loud. 
 
    Before I could respond, our pink friend pitched in with its confirmation loops, answering the question by itself. We chuckled together and glanced at each other. 
 
    “Try giving it one?” she suggested. “If it doesn’t mind, that is.” 
 
    The cheerful, almost ecstatic circles it made clearly pointed out that it didn’t mind. I rubbed my chin with a free hand, mentally going through a myriad of choices. 
 
    “Hmmm… This is always the hardest part… Now even more since it’s a living entity, and not some random NPC…” 
 
    “What about Pinky?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    I snorted and shook my head. “Really? We are doing those kind of pet names?” 
 
    She chuckled with a smile. “Fine, fine. I just had to. Then… What about Rose?” 
 
    “It’s a little bit cliche and mainstream but… I feel like it suits… her? It? Do Pixies have genders?” 
 
    “The stories say that people heard childlike giggles and whispers similar to either a young girl or a boy, so… maybe? There are male and female Fairies, which aren’t that far off from Pixies. But anyway, just as you acknowledged, I suggested it because it just felt right.” 
 
    I turned to our energetic friend. “What do you say?” 
 
    Needless to say, Rose was ecstatic about her new name. She soared through the air like crazy, weaving and bobbing between the equipment with unbelievable speed and control. A nearly constant trail of pink afterglow followed her wild gyrations, illuminating the workshop in a faint, rosy hue. 
 
    Glancing at my phone again, I confirmed that the question marks had turned into actual letters, spelling Rose’s name properly. And just like that, we gained a new member to our small team. A quite unexpected one, I must say. 
 
    After Rose toned it down a bit, we refocused our attention on the cauldrons and spent a few hours producing as much saline solution as our will to do so let us. Though mind-numbingly repetitive, it was actually quite easy and rather pleasant work. We chatted as we worked, teasing each other now and then, and discussed our short-term plans. 
 
    After the first batch, we visited the balcony again to confirm that we wouldn’t get into trouble or get reported by someone. It was so normal that it was bizarre, to see nothing of the fumes and smoke generated by the hearth. The filter acted just like any other AC unit would, whirring softly as it kicked out air. We could see the shimmering waves of the released, cleaned-up heat coming out of the opening. 
 
    By the time evening came, we had filled the storage room to the brim with vials or even a few small barrels. It was our attempt at making a quick, bigger buck from those who had already gotten a taste of our product, and who might want to stock up for the future. Certainly, there had to be at least a few people like that. 
 
    We stood amongst the shelves and watched as the fruits of our intense labor began slowly disappearing right before our eyes with faint, mystical purple flashes. Hopefully, we’d made enough to last for at least a day or two, unless another unforeseen thing happened, and our sales went to the moon again. 
 
    No matter what happened, now we needed to get back to our real work. The Dungeon wouldn’t clear itself. The Pixies wouldn’t free themselves. And this time we had less time remaining until the Dungeon Break than we’d had during the Tutorial. I’d prefer not to take any unnecessary risk, especially since we had received a bonus quest that might take a bit to finish properly. 
 
    Taking a quick and very pleasant double shower, we shared a late dinner together while watching the numbers in our account gradually rise. Making use of the excellent opportunity, I introduced Aisha to the wonders of the Internet. There was nothing better than some silly video to aid your meal. 
 
    Since I had no actual speakers, we had to get creative with the headphones for them to fit her head without being impaled on her beautiful horns, but it was worth it. Her amazed expression, involuntary smile, and fits of giggles as she consumed not just her meal, but also the content, were incredibly charming. For sure, I had a silly grin on my face too. I’d always loved watching people have fun. 
 
    Soon, we’d powered everything down and jumped out of our clothes, leaving only our bottoms on, as usual. I didn’t even bother asking Aisha about her bra. It had already become common for her to snuggle with me topless. I had no complaints there. 
 
    With the dazzling drakan gently resting her cheek on my chest while hugging me from the side, I lovingly brushed my fingers through her crimson hair. We both glanced at the small pink sphere hanging out near the ceiling, giving my apartment a lovely rosy tint as it glowed faintly in the darkness. 
 
    “So, uhhh… Can you even like… not emit light?” I asked with a wry smile. “Gods, that sounds so rude.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled, tickling my skin with some pleasant vibrations. “Way to go, asking a Pixie to turn itself off. That’s like telling it to die.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” I quickly pleaded, worried that our overenthusiastic friend might actually consider doing herself any harm. 
 
    Rose made a few rounds under the ceiling, which we perceived as something akin to laughter, before zooming towards the bed. In the next moment, she crashed into me, plunging into my body. I felt the familiar prickling sensation but… on the inside. It soon changed into a warm, fuzzy feeling that enveloped my heart. 
 
    I glanced down and noticed a slightly illuminated circle where it should be located, as if someone shone a flashlight through a pink sheet of paper. 
 
    “Great. Now I can cosplay Iron Man every time I sleep.” I chuckled to myself and we soon dozed off. 
 
    Quite a bit of fighting and exploring awaited us tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26
The Operation Begins 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gradually leaving dreamland, I stretched a little in the bed and slowly opened my eyes. I flinched the moment my eyelids rose about halfway, yanking them up the remaining distance before squeezing them shut. 
 
    “Shit…” I cursed silently under my breath. “I’ll have to ask you not to hang over my face first thing in the morning, Rose,” I requested in the most friendly and polite tone I could muster in my morning grogginess. 
 
    The pink orb of pure mana trembled and began darting in every direction above the bed like it had a severe case of ADHD, which might actually not be that far off. With the last dash, Rose dove behind the edge of the bed, before peeking up over it slowly, showing only a fraction of her shape. 
 
    That evoked a chuckle from me as I shook my head. Our new Pixie companion was just way too adorable. 
 
    “Come on out.” I waved my hand. “I’m not angry. I wasn’t scolding you, just asking for the future.” 
 
    With a note of hesitation, the energetic sphere unhurriedly floated back into sight, now making its way through the air without nearly as much fervor. At the same time, I heard a mumble and a strong arm snaked over my torso from the side, pulling me in close. Surprisingly, the slowly waking drakan beauty hadn’t remained on top of me for the entire night. 
 
    “Morning, sleeping princess. Time to get up. Riches and honor await us,” I whispered in Aisha’s ear, brushing away a lock of dark crimson hair behind it. 
 
    With an unintelligible murmur, she started raising herself upright, and I followed, looking around the room for any other unusual changes. But, shortly after I reached about forty-five degrees, Aisha slammed into me from above, shoving me back onto the bed as I let out a breathless oof under her weight. She finished the motion by climbing more onto me, intertwining her legs with mine. 
 
    I just had to jinx it earlier, didn’t I? 
 
    Releasing a soft sigh as Rose circled above us, I brushed my fingers through my lovely partner’s hair. 
 
    “Aisha?” 
 
    “Mmmmm?” 
 
    “As much as I love getting all touchy and personal with you, we really ought to get up. Come on. You had the whole night to snuggle on my chest.” 
 
    “Mmmmm.” 
 
    The affirmative murmur I received wasn’t followed by any hint of physical activity, though, and I sighed again. 
 
    “You are getting lazier and lazier with each passing day. I do kind of understand the appeal of this, it does feel super cozy and nice with your soft skin brushing over mine, but please.” 
 
    Aisha let out a dissatisfied groan and raised her face a little bit, setting her chin in her hands with her elbows propped on me. Her charming bosom still rested on my chest, tickling me with its delicately pointy tips. 
 
    “Who wouldn’t get lazy with a master such as yourself…” she explained with a long yawn. “Nothing short of perfection…” 
 
    “So it’s my fault now, huh? I’ve been too lenient, hm? Should I start whipping you back into submission?” I wondered out loud as Aisha’s head began dropping again onto my chest. When she didn’t respond, I landed a juicy slap on her jiggly butt. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and Aisha released a sharp gasp, glancing up at me with a cute pout. 
 
    “Lucas…” 
 
    I brought my hand down firmly on her other cheek, and was answered with a quiet whine, albeit tinged with a trace of playfulness in it. Aisha gently bit her lower lip and sighed softly, finally sitting up and straddling my waist.  
 
    She groaned loudly, without a care in the world as she stretched, displaying her magnificent, perky breasts to me in all their glory. I ran my fingers up over her thighs and across her toned stomach as I admired my badass and beautiful companion. 
 
    “Got an eyeful?” Aisha suddenly asked, with her arms still extended towards the ceiling and a warm smile decorating her lips. 
 
    “Yep.” I chuckled and sat up, putting us in a lotus position. “I’ll grab some coffee for you.” 
 
    She purred lovingly as I pecked her cheek and slipped out from under her athletic thighs. As promised, I wandered over to the kitchen and set the kettle on, preparing two mugs on the counter. I heard soft footsteps behind me and glanced over my shoulder to watch as the topless bombshell paraded across the living room and into the bathroom. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe how the hell I’d ended up with such a gorgeous, strong, and fun woman. She was so out of my league. 
 
    Rose floated up next to me as I shook my head, a silly smile on my face, and observed how I made some coffee for the two of us. I held my cup in front of her for a moment, but it didn’t look like the Pixie was able to take a sip. She might have smelled it or experienced it in some other, mystical way, because she began buzzing around again in no time, making me laugh out loud. 
 
    When my Berserker friend came back out of the bathroom, I walked over to hand Aisha her mug. She thanked me quietly with a tender peck on the cheek and then joined me over at my PC. As I booted it up, she threw one of my t-shirts onto herself and I nodded at her in gratitude. Aisha was fully aware of how distracting her killer body could be. 
 
    “So, how are the sales?” she asked, sipping on the homemade energy potion. 
 
    “Half of the stock is gone. It seems to be slowing down, but we also made quite a bit more than before. I wouldn’t be surprised if the boom ended before we ran out.” 
 
    “Nothing lasts forever.” She sighed and then shot me a side glance with a playful smirk. 
 
    I snorted at her obvious innuendo. “Except for your teases. They never fucking end.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
    I ignored her smug expression, which she tried to hide in her mug, and refocused on the screen. 
 
    “Looks like we are back where we were before setting up the forge, and even a little bit better off. We are sitting at just over seven grand. That makes about four-and-a-half grand of profit from what we sold overnight. Today’s profits will be another five thousand D-Dollars, if everything goes poof, bringing our account to a whopping twelve grand, more or less,” I explained with a little thrill. 
 
    “Unbelievable. So much money from selling some water and salt. I honestly don’t know what to say.” Aisha shook her head with a wry smile. 
 
    “It’s often the simplest ideas that earn the most.” I shrugged. “And then fade away the fastest. Anyway, we have shit to do today. Time to raise some stats, and get to work.” 
 
    “Oh. Now I’m getting excited. I’m really curious about the point distribution. We each have fourteen, right?” She scooted a bit closer with her chair. 
 
    “Correct. Let’s start with me, since there’s not much to discuss there.” 
 
    I navigated to my character profile and brought up my stats to have one more look at them. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 11 (+3) 
 
    Agility: 13 (+1) 
 
    Constitution: 10 (+1) 
 
    Intelligence: 15 (+1) 
 
    Wisdom: 17 (+1) 
 
    Leadership: 11 
 
    Charisma: 18 
 
    [Available Points: 14] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” Aisha didn’t hide her curiosity. 
 
    “Bring Charisma up to twenty-five, Intelligence up to twenty, and I guess Agility up to fifteen. Then, I gotta start putting some spare change into Constitution, so as not to neglect it too much,” I recounted my choices while tapping the plus symbol next to each of the aforementioned attributes. 
 
    “I see. Any specific reason for that?” 
 
    “Encourage scales off Charisma as its primary stat, while Telekinesis works on Intelligence and Agility. Those are crucial for me right now. Also, more buffs should show up that are based on Charisma, later on. I don’t need as much Leadership, since you are quite obedient. I can only hope that our next humanoid companion won’t be a rebel.” 
 
    “Nothing a good dicking can’t fix.” She gave me a wink and I rolled my eyes. “The defiant ones crave it the most, trust me.” 
 
    “I’d rather not. Drakan customs are quite extreme, I’d say.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled and nodded in agreement. “What about me, then?” 
 
    I had an intense urge to say something about her own craving, but I knew very well that she would have won if I had, so I bit my tongue to stop myself, and just in time too.  
 
    Aisha’s half-squinted eyes watched me attentively from over her mug as I switched the display over to her attributes. I swear I heard her click her tongue, which brought a victorious smile to my lips. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 24 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Constitution: 15 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Wisdom: 6 
 
    Perseverance: 11 
 
    Fury: 16 
 
    [Available Points: 14] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Your case is a harder one.” I stroked my chin, recalling all the leveling strategies I had come up with for my drakan warrior. 
 
    “How so?” Aisha returned to her serious and curious mode immediately. 
 
    “It would be good to have you main one of the basic stats, like I try to do so with Intelligence, more or less. But, picking either Strength or Agility can lead to vastly different outcomes in the long run, changing your playstyle significantly, including your Class titles.” 
 
    “I see. Fury still remains the base, right?” 
 
    “Correct. We could either boost it to twenty-five, then raise Agility to twenty or Strength to twenty-nine, or Fury to twenty, followed by a decently even spread between the latter two. I don’t think you need much Constitution at this point. You have decent armor.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Aisha nodded. “The Kobold set is much better than I would have thought. Anyway, I didn’t think I would have so many choices after we decided on the physical path instead of the elemental one. This is way more complex than I expected.” 
 
    “More like I’m overcomplicating things. It’s micromanagement, to be honest. You don’t have to pay so much attention to what I propose. You’ll be fine going with your gut feeling.” 
 
    “But…” Aisha trailed while raising her brow at me. 
 
    “But, you can kick much more ass if you know what you are doing inside of this. At least, that’s how it was in the game. You can become much more specialized without relying on luck.” 
 
    “Alright. I trust you. All of me already belongs to you so I will follow your lead. What are the options?” 
 
    My cheeks grew a little warmer after hearing Aisha’s bold and straightforward declaration, but I saw that she was completely serious about it when I glanced her way. She smiled softly at me, yet her eyes sparkled with determination like she was confident in her choice. She hadn't had much of it when she ended as my summon, though. 
 
    I smiled back at her, feeling pretty confident myself. “The choice is simple, smash or slash?” 
 
    She smirked for a brief moment. “I think I already know which one I would prefer more,” she said with a wink. “But, what’s the difference?” 
 
    “With the STR build, you gain more stopping power and mighty abilities to overwhelm your enemies. It still revolves around slashing weapons, of course,” I explained with one hand extended palm-up, just like in the past. “With the AGI-STR build, you gain more finesse and precision in your strikes. I saw how you dealt with the Woodknight, and I’m sure you don’t lack it. Therefore, either option suits you.” I ended with both palms extended towards her. 
 
    “Well, you can always get someone with much more finesse later on, so I might as well focus on smashing for you. And you.” She curled the fingers of the STR hand with a smug grin. 
 
    I held her palm for a few seconds while brushing over her fingers with my thumb. 
 
    “I’m looking very forward to it, then,” I answered, we stared at each other briefly, and then chuckled at the same time. “Fury up to twenty and Strength to thirty-four we go. I won’t be surprised if you see some more skills you didn’t have in your previous run, after the next level-up.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” Aisha pulled herself close and pecked me on the cheek. “Let’s grab breakfast and chop some fuckers down,” she added, standing up from the desk. 
 
    “Gotcha. One serving of sushi coming right up.” 
 
    Aisha hugged me from behind, wrapping her arms around my chest and pushing her cheek into mine from the side. 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    I chuckled and tilted my head around to peck her lips. With a satisfied hum, she walked to the entrance and I quickly ordered the already favorited box of her beloved meal, throwing some fancy-looking sandwiches from Central Europe into the basket for myself. 
 
    She swung the door open the second the doorbell rang, but she still didn’t manage to catch any sign of the delivery man, woman, person, or thing. We dug in shortly afterward while discussing our plans for the day. Rose circled each of us in turn, clearly trying not to be too annoying, but wanting to be included. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I pointed my half-bitten sandwich at the cute sphere as we were discussing the Pixies, “Rose, can you maybe track your friends, somehow? That would make it so much easier for us to free them.” 
 
    My familiar buzzed in the space between us like a busy bee and we both knew the answer to my question. 
 
    “Neat,” I commented. “I’m glad we have you. The Seed won’t even know what hit it. Or its prisons. I hope that weakens it substantially before we challenge it. We are counting on you then, Rose.” 
 
    The Pixie sped up even more, seemingly extremely eager to prove herself useful. I chuckled together with Aisha. The little orb had surely brought some life to our life. I was already getting used to its boundless energy. It felt like we had gained an adorable puppy, as rude as that might sound. 
 
    We wrapped up our joint meal pretty quickly and began preparing our gear for today’s delve. This time, I joined Aisha in performing gear maintenance and she slowly showed and explained to me how she usually took care of each piece. I found there was just something incredibly addicting about it, as I tried to follow her guidance. 
 
    Then, we helped one another into our respective gear, making sure that we had a decent supply of Woodmen’s Bane, as we had started calling it, before moving to the entrance. Aisha opened the door, walking into the rainbowy cavern first, followed by our pink friend, and then me. 
 
    We glanced around for any signs of enemies in the close vicinity and stopped in the middle of the chamber. I put my hands on my hips and glanced at the enthusiastic orb. 
 
    “Alright, little guy. Errr… Little girl, I guess? That sounds nowhere as good.” I chuckled awkwardly. “Are you able to lead us to one of those weird, evil jails? We are going to wreck all of them today. Or at least as many as we can.” 
 
    Rose whirled around in front of my face and zoomed towards one of the exits, stopping briefly before she dove into the tunnel, waiting for us to join her. I exchanged looks with Aisha and we followed our adorable guide. 
 
    Since it would be beneficial for us to stay undetected for as long as possible, or at least not to get into a fight close to those cage rooms, so that we avoided running into an ambush, we slowed down considerably each time after stumbling across a Woodman or two. We couldn’t really check to see if any more of them were in the walls, but we did have the advantage of sight against those in the tunnels. 
 
    The Pixie was more than happy to find different paths for us each time we came across a bigger group. I kept filling our map in, covering the unexplored areas. After about thirty minutes of walking and a few brief clashes with the odd stray Woodman, we got close to another prison. 
 
    Aisha took a peek inside and confirmed that it looked, more or less, the same as the last one. The only difference being that there were already a few combat types inside standing guard. Our enemy seemed to be able to learn from its mistakes. 
 
    That made me ponder for a moment as I stroked my chin. “Hmmmm…” 
 
    “What’s the plan now?” Aisha asked after we’d moved back from the room’s opening. 
 
    “There’s no doubt that the Seed will increase security the more of its jails we destroy. I think we should split up and take down as many as we can, before it can react to what we are doing.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Won’t that be risky? I can’t protect you from a distance.” She frowned, brows drawing down in concern at my suggestion. 
 
    “I know. The bowl-handed version of the Woodmen isn’t all that dangerous. I should be able to avoid them or deal with them with just our special soup. As long as the warriors don’t jump in straight away.” 
 
    “Will you be able to destroy all the cages before too many of them arrive? And, they will—for sure—be stationed everywhere else, just like here,” she continued. 
 
    “That’s why we need to approach it a little differently.” I winked at her. “Let’s first sneak around and mark the prisons on our map. Then, we can divide the rooms between ourselves. I’ll let you wreck two of them first, before going in myself. That should draw enough of the Seed’s attention to you for it to send its soldiers after you. At that point, I’ll start destroying the facilities on the other end of the Dungeon. As we know, they can’t just phase themselves from place to place, but need to travel through the earth. It will take some time before they can rush back to me.” 
 
    Aisha pondered my plan for a moment, scanning my face with her ferocious eyes. Finally, she sighed, and softly. 
 
    “Fine. I know you wouldn’t get overconfident. I’m in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. If things go to shit, we have our get-out-of-jail cards ready.” I placed my hand on her shoulder and smiled. “If things get too dicey, I can send you back home, or call you to my side. We will be sure to stay within the range of our thought communication, to be completely safe.” 
 
    “Right. That’s a little more reassuring. I’m a bit less against the idea now.” She nodded. 
 
    “Will you be fine on your own? I’d rather you not use Berserk without me around.” I stared into her eyes intently. 
 
    Aisha snorted but gave me a warm smile. “I’ll be a good girl, don’t you worry. I promise to let you know if something happens. You should be more concerned about yourself. I can take a good beating.” 
 
    “You sure can. I’ll leave the bait role to you, then. Before that, though, we need to scout things out. You up for the task, Rose?” 
 
    The pink Pixie vibrated between us with a pleasant hum, and we nodded at each other. After I noted the position of this cavern, we got on the move again.  
 
    Rose did an amazing job leading us through the tunnels. We had no doubt that she knew them like the back of her hand. If she had any. This Seed must have invaded, rather than being born in their home. And we were going to evict the uninvited tenant with plenty of premeditated violence. 
 
    For the next three hours, we jogged, ran, crawled, crouch-walked, sneaked, and even climbed some walls as we focused on remaining undetected as much as possible, always staying just outside the limited sensory range of the Woodmen. It felt like a spec ops operation, honestly. Our three-man squad gathering intelligence behind enemy lines. 
 
    Lucky for us, our opponents were nearly blind. 
 
    According to Rose, we had found all the big clusters of Pixies, and I’d marked each prison room on our map. Most of them were located on the lower level, as was to be expected. We assumed that this was most likely where the Seed itself was inevitably located. Leaving the few ones on the top floor for later, we split ways at the bottom of one of the downward winding tunnels.  
 
    I pulled Aisha into a brief but passionate kiss before we parted ways. There was a chance that this action might give her a little buff from my peculiar abilities. She did, in fact, receive the lowest duration of the recovery boosts—which was four hours—and it raised her attributes by ten percent for twelve hours. 
 
    It looked like some intense preparation awaited us before the final boss fight. Each of us knew that it would be a huge waste not to take advantage of the added benefits of our bond, and we surely looked quite forward to the ritual that enabled them.  
 
    This version of Overlord was just something else. Just like my drakan mate. 
 
    Keeping in touch mentally, we ran to our respective targets. Rose went with Aisha, since I was more skilled at navigating the map, which only made sense, as I’d been the one to create it, even marking the number and location of enemies in my notes. I had given the original to Aisha, after taking photos with my phone, just in case. 
 
    I managed to avoid any confrontations on the way to my destination, stopping short of the entrance to the first jail. It was slightly smaller than the one we had already wrecked. I counted five Woodmen standing guard with the jailers. Seven non-combatants who dragged themselves around from cage to cage. 
 
    A message came from Aisha, confirming that she was in position, too, and we began. 
 
    The very moment she burst into her own prison and rained violence on the enemy, the Woodmen in front of me flinched. They remained at their stations, but looked like they were ready to run. Or burrow, whatever the fuck they did inside the walls. 
 
    And, thankfully, exactly as we had expected, they started pushing themselves into the earth after Aisha shifted to her second target. She’d had no issues with the first one, releasing all the Pixies and chopping down all the enemies. 
 
    I waited a few minutes for the fighters to cover some distance before jumping into the action. Holding firmly onto the axe in my right hand, I kept the buckler attached to my left forearm ready.  
 
    The first two Woodcatchers—we had agreed on that name earlier—didn’t even know what hit them before they dropped to the floor and started creaking in pain. Unfortunately for them, they had no sharp spikes at the end of their limbs so they could only flail around on the ground, bashing at their chests with the half-bowls. 
 
    I bet the Seed wasn’t happy with all that suffering coming back to it. Well fucking deserved. 
 
    The other five quickly banded together and started swinging wildly at me. They weren’t all that fast, so I had no troubles dodging, having to take only like one-in-ten potential blows onto my small shield. I did feel each impact, though. They were clubbing me quite hard. 
 
    I was the one with an axe covered in deadly poison, as far as they were concerned, and they didn’t seem to be learning much during our battle. One by one, I reduced the Woodcatchers flailing at me to wriggling messes until all of them were thrashing on the floor. I left them to their suffering and moved to the cages. 
 
    That part was a little bit harder, as I had to chop through the short columns, taking about thirty seconds per. After the first three, I switched to slicing through the top of each cage, ensuring I didn’t harm the Pixie inside, even though they shouldn’t be able to receive physical damage from a normal axe, but I wasn’t certain it wasn’t enchanted. 
 
    After freeing all of them, I crossed out that location on the map on my phone, and picked another one. The swarm of colorful orbs decided to stick around, instead of dispersing, and I had a cheerful trail of rainbowy followers on my way to the next prison. 
 
    Thank gods I didn’t have epilepsy. It felt like I was standing between multiple disco lights, fortunately with none of them shining too brightly. The floating RGB was still very eye-catching, though. 
 
    Arriving in front of the next chamber full of cages, I took a peek inside. There were no guards in sight. They must have moved off with the other ones. Great. 
 
    Glancing at the cloud of jiggly spheres, I smiled to myself. A plan began forming in my mind. Hopefully, these Pixies were as communicative and smart as Rose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27
Prison Crashers 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, guys.” I turned around to face the cloud of colorful orbs. “And girls, I guess. Since you followed me here, I’d like to ask you for some help in rescuing the rest of your friends. Are you up for it?” 
 
    The merry, rainbowy bunch began shaking, trembling, wiggling in all directions and I was pretty sure that all of them nodded in agreement. Perhaps I was slowly starting to understand Pixies better, thanks to the short time I had spent with Rose by my side. 
 
    “Great. I appreciate it. That said, I won’t request too much from you. Just go in and zoom around the chamber to distract the Woodcatchers. In the meanwhile, I’ll take them down, alongside more of the creepy cages. Is this okay?” 
 
    All the adorable spheres floated up and down, creating a single, impressive wave, and shot towards me. I chuckled as a multitude of little lamps circled me in excitement for a few seconds. Thank gods they only faintly glowed. I could feel the incoming headache if they emitted more light. 
 
    Then, as one solid mass, the Pixies rushed past me, heading to the cavern. 
 
    “Hey! Slow down, guys! I can’t run that fast!” 
 
    Shaking my head with a smile, I sprinted after the joyful swarm, trying my best to catch up. I had kind of wanted to reassure them that I would rescue anyone who got caught again, but it didn’t look like the Pixies worried about my plan too much.  
 
    Such a trusting species. 
 
    I jumped into the small prison and witnessed chaos. All my temporary companions had split into smaller groups and danced through the air at their best speed. I began imagining how profitable a dance club might be if it employed Pixies to provide lighting effects. The cavern had turned into a literal disco floor with so many colorful balls spinning in circles. 
 
    But, I had other things to do instead of gawking at the mesmerizing sight. 
 
    Refocusing my thoughts on the task at hand, I grabbed my axe with both hands and lunged at the closest enemy. It was chasing after a cyan Pixie with its bowl-shaped upper limbs, trying to suck the mischievous entity in. Unfortunately for it, the only thing it managed to attract was the blade of my weapon. 
 
    After chopping off both of its arms, I left the Woodcatcher to spasm in agony as the cruelest, most wicked poison made of the evilest resource known to man—salt, of course—spread through its body.  
 
    It really felt like I was playing on easy mode, one-shotting every single enemy on my path. This nefarious substance should be put on a list and banned. I was committing literal war crimes on these poor bastards. 
 
    And it was damn fun. 
 
    Nevertheless, I kept my attention on the few Woodcatchers in the room and weaved between the cages to reach them. On my way, I sliced open the tops of a few of the little prison cells to release more Pixies. The newcomers quickly realized what was happening and joined their friends in swirling around like hyperactive puppies. 
 
    One of the enemies noticed my approach and turned around. I held my buckler up to block a slam or jab of its blunt, bowl-shaped hands but nothing came. Seeing it flail its arms at me like it was utterly wasted, stumbling over its own roots, I quickly figured out why. 
 
    My plan to utilize the Pixies as a distraction proved to be much more effective than I had expected. The swarm of living mana clusters had not only captured the attention of the Woodcatchers, but also seemed to disrupt their spatial awareness.  
 
    Woodmen relied on sensing lifeforce, as I had noted before. With tens of small sources flying chaotically all around them in every possible direction, their senses were overwhelmed to their limits. 
 
    I chuckled at my dumb luck and drove the edge of my axe right into my opponent’s chest. It had attempted to block the blow, but its coordination was utter trash, and it missed the mark by a finger’s length. Pulling my weapon out of its bark, I glanced around to pick another target. 
 
    The Woodcatchers kept running after the Pixies. Some had even managed to catch one, but they had no free cages left to put them in, so they just stood there while awaiting further orders. Before that happened, I overwrote those with my own, ordering them to die at my hand. They listened obediently, like the good firewood that they were. 
 
    Rushing to the other end of the chamber, I stopped abruptly midway. I thought I was being attacked from both sides at once, but the running Woodcatchers coming at me kept moving forward while flailing their limbs and soon crashed into each other with a melodic thunk, falling to the floor afterward. 
 
    I swear I heard adorable giggling from the two Pixies that flew away, and I snickered a little myself. Still processing the event that seemed more appropriate to a comedy than the real world, I gave the fallen trees a few chops so they didn’t have to bother standing up again. 
 
    Only three enemies were left in the area. Since my temporary companions kept them busy, I crouched next to a destroyed cage and began reapplying the poison on my axe. I’d rather not do it by any of the walls. You never knew when those creeps would start birthing themselves out of them again, falling right on top of you. 
 
    Maintenance finished, I ended the remaining Woodcatchers, starting with the ones holding a Pixie hostage. When no more creepy trees walked the land, the cheerful orbs stopped their light show and accompanied me as I freed the rest of their kin. Soon, my followers grew around twice in number. 
 
    “Good job, guys and girls,” I complimented the Pixies. “Now, let’s move. We need to strike fast and hard. The Seed won’t dawdle for long.” 
 
    After receiving many waves of confirmation, I crossed out another prison from my list and started jogging toward the next one. As I ran with my new friends, I reached out to my lovely drakan companion. 
 
    ~Yo, Aisha. How are things on your side?~ 
 
    A weak grunt answered me. She must have been mid-swing while trying to deepen our connection for her message to pass through. 
 
    ~Looking good, chief. I’m finishing the fifth one. The resistance is growing stronger, though.~ 
 
    ~Damn, you are fast. I barely wrecked a second one.~ 
 
    A snicker arrived in my mind. 
 
    ~I’m very happy with you not being the faster one in this relationship.~ 
 
    I shook my head with a wry smile. If she had enough strength to joke around, she was clearly doing great. 
 
    ~So am I. Anyway, keep it up. At this pace, we will be done with the lower floor in a flash.~ 
 
    ~Speaking of flashes, it’s starting to get really annoying with all those glowing balls swirling everywhere around me. One more room joins in and I’m going to puke.~ 
 
    ~Oh, I know exactly what you mean. I should have expected you’d make use of them too. Smart girl.~ 
 
    Aisha snorted at me. ~Why do I feel like I should be offended?~ 
 
    A chuckle escaped my lips. ~Love ya. We’ll talk later. Don’t lose Rose with how fast you are going.~ 
 
    ~Fuck.~ 
 
    ~What?~ 
 
    ~I have no idea which one of them is Rose.~ 
 
    I exploded into a hearty laugh and had to support myself briefly against the tunnel’s wall. My spherical companions stopped, too, and I could sense their confusion and curiosity as they floated back around me. 
 
    ~Good luck,~ I replied, resuming my run. 
 
    ~Hey! Don’t hang up on me like that! This is not funny! Lucas!~ 
 
    Shaking my head while still chuckling a little, I did hang up on her like that, bringing my attention to the next prison coming up before me. 
 
    With the help of my brave Pixie warriors, I cleared the room fairly quickly. My time still couldn’t compete with the stomping powerhouse that was Aisha, but I felt quite confident in doing well. My group moved to the next prison, but paused before flying right in. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, catching up to them. “Oh. A big fuck. I guess we will start seeing some real fighting from now on.” 
 
    The Pixies buzzed with eagerness, and I nodded to them. 
 
    “Alright. I need you to annoy the shit out of that Woodknight. That’s the only way I can take it on solo, without the help of my partner. Be careful.” 
 
    The fearless swarm gave me a reassuring wiggle and flooded the chamber with no apparent hesitation. I immediately began forming a plan for how to get through the enemy’s armor while not ending up a smear of human paste on the wall. I bet it could squash me just by falling over. 
 
    Chaos descended on the chamber, as usual. The Woodcatchers spread out to chase after the uncountable blur of Pixies while the Woodknight began waving its bulky arms in an attempt to herd the mischievous spirits closer to them. It couldn’t do much, as Pixies were pretty much immune to physical damage. 
 
    I spotted two normal Woodmen loitering around and decided to get rid of them first. I didn’t want either of them impaling me from behind when I was dancing around their big brother. Their senses were—thankfully—overwhelmed, so it took me only about fifteen seconds with either of the two before they committed seppuku. 
 
    Unfortunately, that caught the attention of the Woodknight, since all of them were connected. The gray-black Mr. Swole rushed at me like a truck, toppling a few cages on his way, saving me the trouble of smashing them open later. I ducked to the side to avoid its powerful swing. 
 
    My rainbowy friends noticed my struggle and more glowing orbs began swirling all around the Woodknight’s figure. They were doing whatever they could to obstruct its vision and inconvenience its movements.  
 
    What a bunch of Chads. 
 
    Fishing a small, round, glass flask from one of the pouches attached to my right leg, I took aim. 
 
    “Get back!” I shouted, just to make sure that my action wouldn’t harm any of my new friends. 
 
    The Pixies flew away in all directions like a flock of spooked birds, revealing the Woodknight in all its glory. I wasted no time and hurled the mixture right at it. The fragile bottle of strong acid soared towards its chest. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t shatter on its target. 
 
    The Woodknight covered its torso with its massive arm and the corrosive liquid splashed over its black vambrace, eating into the tough wood. A small patch of its gray body peeked out of the created hole in its armor. 
 
    I clicked my tongue. They had learned how dangerous it was, after just a single damned use. The Seed was not idling around. I bet it would have figured something out to counter my poison, too, if it had been able to, but fortunately, its grunts didn’t have many options when it came to gaining additional protection. 
 
    Now, things would get difficult. I needed to score a few solid hits in that visible bark if I wanted to inject enough of my saline solution into its bulky body. Previously, we had eroded its chest open so just a single, solid stab was enough. A limb was much farther from the Sprout. 
 
    The Woodknight swung its healthy arm at me vertically, aiming to crush the pesky insect that had spat on it. I jumped aside, letting its fist smash into the ground. Being as precise as I could, I brought my axe down onto its elbow joint. Unfortunately, I wasn’t as skilled as I would like to be, and my strike missed the thin gap in the armor at the joint, bouncing off the hard plate of a vambrace instead. 
 
    Cursing under my breath, I avoided getting slugged as it raised its arm back up, readying it for another strike. With no time to worry over my lack of viable options, I jumped forward and rolled between its legs as it slammed both fists where I had been just a moment ago. 
 
    A Woodcatcher appeared in my path after I stood up and broke into a run, so I cut the fucker down in annoyance. My wrist buzzed, but I had no time to check if it was a level-up, a skill-up, or some other notification. I had to chop a thick boy down first. 
 
    Stopping my dash and turning around, I brought out yet another vial. I had two more to spare but wasting my shots was not an option. The Woodknight rushed at me with heavy, thumping steps and I charged as well, with the vial in my left hand and the axe in my right. 
 
    Releasing a loud war cry, I lobbed the grenade at the monster. As expected, it raised its forearm to intercept the projectile. 
 
    But, not this time, buddy. 
 
    Shortly before they collided, I flicked my left wrist up and the vial suddenly shot straight up, missing the mark. I could tell that the Woodknight was confused from its hesitant movements, slowing its charge just a little bit. 
 
    As for me, I increased my speed, crossing the distance between us in three long strides, and then rolled under it again. The sound of glass shattering reached my ears shortly after I squeezed my left hand into a fist.  
 
    Ending up in a crouch, I whipped my head around and watched the corrosive liquid flow down onto the monster's back from above as glass shards rained down from where I’d held the vial up with my Telekinesis. The acid quickly ate through its armor, revealing the gray bark of its back, giving me a brief window of opportunity. 
 
    Grabbing the Woodknight’s hip, I jumped upward. Reaching the apex of my leap, I axed the bastard right in the middle of its upper back, creating a deep cut in its skin. Setting my feet on its hips, I pushed hard to pull my weapon free, falling to the ground with a groan. Preferring to err on the safe side, I fished a vial of salt poison out of my pouch and chucked it at the wound, helping it shatter with Telekinesis. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I cursed again after seeing the wooden giant tilt my way. Before it slammed to the ground, I rolled to the side as far as I could, running into one of the cages. The Woodknight began spasming after falling over.  
 
    One annoyance less. 
 
    With a lively grunt, I sat up. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, the core issue has been resolved. Time to—” 
 
    I paused, noticing quite a few spots of crumbling earth across the length of the wall of the earthy cavern. The reinforcements were here, and a bunch of enemies had already dropped into the chamber. It was mostly Woodmen, but also… 
 
    “What the fuck are you?” I asked no one in particular while jumping to my feet. 
 
    A new species had shown up. Half the size of the regular Woodman, the short and slightly thinner entities had long scythes instead of arms. They looked almost frail in general, made of that gray bark which was also the vulnerable base of Woodknights, but they gave off a bad vibe. 
 
    “Tree-Goblins, just what we were lacking.” I chuckled wryly. “I’ll call you Woodscythers for now.” 
 
    Not all the Pixies had been freed yet, so I hastily lunged forward to chop open the remaining cages before the shortstacks got to me. I managed to rescue almost all the cheerful orbs but failed to reach the very last one as two Woodscythers jumped into my path. 
 
    And, damn, those fuckers were zooming. 
 
    My eyes had a hard time following their movements as they tippy-tapped around, swinging their scythes like crazy. The fact that they were like half my size didn’t help. My small buckler couldn’t really be called the best tool for defense in the current situation, and I quickly collected a number of small cuts and grazes over my legs and abdomen. 
 
    And, to make things worse, enemies began pouring into the cave for real. A lot of Woodcatchers fell into the destroyed prison, with something like one Woodscyther per every five of the regular grunts. I had no doubt I would get overwhelmed in a blink. My only choice was to make a run for it, after freeing the last Pixie. 
 
    ~Aisha? You busy? I might have a bit of a problem.~ I quickly reached out to my partner. 
 
    ~Heading your way after finishing the last one. Hang on.~ 
 
    ~I might not be able to, unless hanging dead off a tree branch is what you meant. I’m hitting you up.~ 
 
    ~Got it. I’m ready.~ 
 
    Kicking one of the creepy wooden reaper wannabes back, I focused my mind on invoking the Summon Bonded ability. I felt a chunk of my mana disappear and then Aisha materialized next to me out of a brilliant, purplish flash. She wasted no time and immediately cleaved through the enemy in front of me. 
 
    Resting her weapon on her shoulder, she gave me a little smirk. 
 
    “Starting the party without me? Not nice.” 
 
    I chuckled and stole her lips for a very quick peck. Her eyes widened briefly, but then relaxed quickly as a warm smile painted her face. 
 
    “I would love to show you more how much I appreciate your assistance, but we are kind of out of time. We gotta book it.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss. You can tell me all about it later.” 
 
    With a wink, she dove right into the action. I watched how Aisha cleared a path to the last Pixie, obliterating the poor Woodmen, Woodcatchers, and Woodscythers in her way with her sharpened greataxe. I followed after her quickly, scoring a hit or two on the foes that avoided her attacks. 
 
    The Woodcatchers tried to block our way by forming a solid wall between us and the last Pixie and more of them began banding up together. Aisha immediately realized that they were trying to slow us down and didn’t give them that pleasure. She roared loudly and swung her greataxe horizontally. 
 
    A wide arc of scarlet energy shot forward and sliced through all of them, cutting the bottom of the last cage from its pedestal and freeing the Pixie. My drakan companion took a deep breath and sighed. That move had surely taken a chunk of her mana and energy. It was much bigger and stronger than before. 
 
    “Exit!” I shouted, placing my palm on her back and giving her a gentle push. 
 
    We ran towards the entrance as I invoked Transfer Spirit, sharing some of my mana with Aisha. I heard her gasp in surprise as the warm energy spread through her, but she didn’t stop, pressing forward like the badass she was. 
 
    Our weapons slashed, sliced, hacked, and cut at the ever-growing crowd. The Pixies still did their best to confuse the evil treefolk but the monsters had switched up their strategy of quality to quantity. If a few good fighters couldn’t land a hit, a flood of grunts would surely manage to score some blows at some point. 
 
    Somehow, we reached the arched hole in the wall and jumped outside before we drowned under the flood of reinforcements. We smiled at each other briefly, quickly scanning our surroundings to pick the safest escape route. 
 
    But, we clearly weren’t meant to. 
 
    A bulky branch slammed into us with incredible force, sending both of us flying back into the chamber. We tumbled over the ground while grunting in pain and rolled apart after smacking into something big inside the room. 
 
    I groaned, glancing back towards the entrance. A fucking Woodknight had been waiting for us to reach the exit, most likely instructed by the Seed to set up a trap behind the only path leading out. What was worse, another loomed over us in the middle of the room, and what we had crashed into just a moment earlier. 
 
    Before I could scramble to my feet, a bunch of Woodcatchers dropped onto me, pinning me to the ground. They bashed at me awkwardly with their bowl-shaped hands, while trying to keep me from getting up. I didn’t worry too much about their attacks, but their Woodman friends started stabbing their sharpened limbs into the pile of bodies, clearly aiming to skewer me. A few jabs grazed my body, but they had a tough time landing a solid hit as I kept twisting and turning. 
 
    While throwing myself around, I noticed Aisha’s greataxe lying a meter away. I instantly whipped my head from side to side, trying to find her. I caught sight of my unstoppable drakan companion behind me, using her fists and feet to rain punches and kicks at the enemies swarming her from all sides. Her armor blocked most of the incoming attacks but as I watched, she collected more and more bruises and cuts, getting swamped by the monsters. 
 
    She needed her weapon and I had to deliver it to her. 
 
    I tried to push myself forward, stretching my arm out as far as I could. The Woodmen began targeting my limb instantly, grazing it with their ferocious stabs. I winced in pain but didn’t stop. I was just right in front of it. I had to get it. 
 
    But, the collective weight of the enemies piled on top of me prevented any meaningful movement. I couldn’t crawl close enough to the greataxe before Aisha’s strength gave out. I could only glare at it with my arm extended, shaking from the effort. 
 
    “A bit… more…” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw the Woodknight slowly making its way towards me. I stared at the weapon hard, as if I could intimidate it to slide my way. I could feel my mana draining at a constant rate as I fueled my Telekinesis to its very limits, but the greataxe was way too heavy for my capabilities.  
 
    “Just… move…” I groaned loudly as it trembled faintly. “Just… fucking… COME!” 
 
    Suddenly, an immense chunk of mana was ripped from my reserves, my head got dizzy, my wrist buzzed like crazy, and the damned greataxe shook heavily, getting launched my way like an arrow. It missed my outstretched hand and flew over my body, hitting something with a loud thunk. I craned my neck around and saw it embedded in the back of a Woodcatcher. 
 
    Aisha’s arm burst out from behind the mass of wooden bodies surrounding her like in a horror movie and grabbed the long handle. 
 
    “FUCK THEM UP!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, imbuing my words with whatever mana I had left. 
 
    A loud roar shook the cavern and multiple wood people were sent flying in all directions as Aisha invoked her Whirlwind, boosted by her Berserk, my Command, Encourage, and whatever else. She spun around like a tornado, cleaving through all the enemies crowded around her. 
 
    She whipped her head at me after clearing enough space to finally move and used Launch. I gritted my teeth in preparation for the impact and she slammed into the floor next to me with Ground Pound, sending my pile of Woodcatchers flying. Before I could regain my feet, she had already pulverized them, and their splinters rained down on my head. 
 
    I got up, ignoring the pain and the dizziness. The two Woodknights were still going to be an issue. 
 
    Well, maybe for me, but not for my Berserker. 
 
    Aisha roared again and began swinging her greataxe diagonally from each side in turns. A violent arc of crimson energy shot forward with each attack, slashing into the first Woodknight. One, two, three cuts, and the fourth reached its inner body. 
 
    The Pixies took a huge risk and swirled around the second one until Aisha could turn her attention to it. They still spun in circles around the tangle of branches that sat above its shoulders as she bombarded it with another barrage of Sunders. I could tell that she was reaching her limit on how many she could send out, though. Fortunately, four were enough to down it, and she stumbled a little after finishing raining scarlet blades at the enemy.  
 
    Our path was clear, and I wasted no time in pulling her with me. Ignoring the loss of my own weapon, I scooped Aisha into my arms as she groaned in surprise and sprinted towards the exit. A pink Pixie passed me and sped forward, stopping beyond the hole in the wall and beginning to spin. 
 
    I knew it was Rose, letting me know that there were no more traps ahead, so I picked up my pace. We had to reach the apartment before either my injuries, bruised muscles, or the pounding in my head did me in. And the loud, noisy hum making me slightly dizzy didn’t help. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28
Will to Command 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sprinted through the underground tunnels as fast as my legs allowed, Aisha cradled in my arms. She curled herself around my neck as much as she could, to make it easier for me. I didn’t want to slow down or stop as long as my momentum kept pushing me forward. 
 
    By no means was she light. Aisha was a hefty chunk of gorgeous, badass woman, but I did not give in, panting heavily as her weight dragged at my muscles. I hadn't called her fat—mind my words—but it soon became quite obvious that her thick and alluring tail wasn’t a paper and wood prop. 
 
    Fortunately, we had Rose. 
 
    The ever enthusiastic and adorable Pixie zoomed before me, serving as a perfectly accurate GPS with a function to detect roadblocks. These came in the form of a swarm of Woodmen, of course. 
 
    Nevertheless, our new friend directed me down alternate paths to avoid them, which allowed me to focus on running, without having to check the map. I really appreciated her being there. I didn’t care if she wasn’t strong, or didn’t have any potential to grow. She was saving our asses, being anything but a useless mascot or pet. 
 
    With Rose guiding me, we reached the apartment’s entrance before I collapsed. I didn’t even get to slow down properly as Aisha jumped out of my embrace to open the door for me. I rushed inside and stopped, my chest heaving like a bellows, wheezing for my life while resting my palms on my thighs. She took a brief glance outside to check that we weren’t followed by a small army and slammed the door shut. 
 
    In a much better state than me, though still looking a little rough from our recent battle, Aisha reached my side and patted me on the back. 
 
    “You didn’t have to carry my ass all the way back here.” She smiled softly at me, and I responded with the same after tilting my head towards her. “But thanks.” 
 
    I tried to reply that she was welcome but all that came out was more awkward wheezing and an unintelligible noise. She chuckled, clearly getting the message, and kept rubbing my back as I gradually brought my breaths under control.  
 
    Leaning her greataxe against the wall of the entryway, Aisha wiped the sweat off her forehead. She strolled into the kitchen, returning with two bottles of chilled water, straight from the fridge. I nodded at her appreciatively and finally stood up. 
 
    I had to take small gulps, so as not to choke, my heart thumping in my chest like a war drum, but Aisha had no such trouble; she ripped the plastic cap off and poured the clear contents into her throat, gulping the refreshing liquid down greedily. I could see two faint trails trickle down her attractive neckline, right into her clothes and armor, coming out from the bottom of her breastplate and leaving more streaks down her appetizing stomach. At least on the visible section between her metal belt and breastplate. 
 
    After downing our respective drinks, I took a deep breath. “That was fucking close.” 
 
    Releasing a sigh of relief, she nodded. “Alone, they are a joke, but the moment you let them pile up into a creepy swarm, even the grunts become an issue. An extremely dangerous issue.” 
 
    I let out a groan. “We almost had it. Figures that we wouldn’t be able to get all the cage chambers wrecked in one run. Shit never goes better than planned, only worse.” 
 
    “Hey, at least we got the entire bottom floor swept clean.” Aisha extended a fist toward me and I bumped it with a smirk. “But, I agree. The Seed will be on guard now, and it will have much less ground to cover. It’s going to be damn tough to smash the remaining prisons.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to do it right now, when an attack from our mauled asses will be least expected.” I shared my thoughts with her. 
 
    “True. That would be the best way. We are barely standing straight, though, and you lost your weapon.” She gave me a worried glance. 
 
    Damn, it felt kind of good knowing that someone worried about you. 
 
    I nodded and used the nearby wall to push myself forward, dragging my exhausted body towards my PC. My feet stumbled over each other, and Aisha rushed to my side, jumping under my shoulder to support me. 
 
    “You are suffering from mana over-expenditure, aren’t you? Use your ability and take some from me.” She turned her face towards mine. 
 
    “You barely have any yourself. I’ll be fine.” I met her gaze sternly. 
 
    “I have enough. I know you are a tough nut, and that sprint carrying such a burden proved it, so just get on with it. I think I know what you are planning to do, and it’s your head that should be the clear one. I’m the muscle, you are the brain, right, partner?” 
 
    I chuckled as she grinned at me. Shaking my head, I turned to face her properly. 
 
    “Got it, partner. Give me your ha—” 
 
    Before I managed to finish my sentence, Aisha slid her fingers into my hair and pulled me into a deep, passionate kiss. Surprised at first, I quickly activated Transfer Spirit as I wrapped my arms around her waist, ignoring the hard metal of her armor pressing into my chest and stomach. I felt the dizziness dissipate fairly quickly, but jerked back, ripping my lips from hers before she gave me too much. 
 
    Aisha pouted briefly, but it was soon replaced by a pretty smile. “You could have taken more. All of me is yours.” 
 
    “It’s more than enough. Thank you.” I left a loving peck on her cheek and sat in front of the PC. 
 
    Quickly waking my war machine up from its slumber, I headed straight for the D-Shop. After a few quick searches and a moment of reading, comparing, and verifying, I ordered a bunch of potions for us. 
 
    Getting them on the D-Market would surely have been cheaper, but money wasn’t an issue for us right now, while time was of the essence. We didn’t have the leeway to waste precious minutes ensuring that we weren’t buying some scam product or a half-effective one if we needed to get back into action fast.  
 
    Aisha said nothing, watching my movements and purchases in silence, slowly starting to catch up to my operating speed. A little bit more and she would be able to follow me without getting lost somewhere.  
 
    Soon, for sure. 
 
    The doorbell rang and she walked over to retrieve the package with Rose by her side. They brought the box over to the bed and opened it. After digging through a bunch of protective packing material securing the glass vials—I had no idea what against if the whole thing was teleported right under the door—we pulled the colorful potions out and split them evenly between us. 
 
    “I would rather not skimp on stuff and risk getting hurt, or failing and causing a Dungeon Break,” I explained myself, downing a blue mana potion, before picking up an orange one, to refresh my stamina too. 
 
    “I know. What’s money for, if not to be used? Better to use it like this than what I did with mine.” Aisha snorted, reminding us of her fortress-home-makeover, which had turned out to be completely useless. 
 
    “These will need a moment to kick in, so we have a few minutes of rest.” I nodded with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “I think my hand buzzed at one point today.” She shot a glance at her wristwatch. 
 
    “Right. Mine did too. A few times. Let’s check it out before we leave. Maybe it’s something important, or useful.” 
 
    As I stepped closer to her, Aisha turned the holographic illusion display on and showed her notifications to both of us. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Through defeating monsters and partaking in other activities, you have gathered enough experience to strengthen yourself. 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre: Level 7 -> Level 8 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 7 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “No surprise there with how many we killed,” I commented, and she nodded, scrolling through the air. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    After continuous use, your skills have grown. 
 
    Sunder (E) -> Sunder (D) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “That’s also not unexpected. I used it a lot, and pushed it almost to its limit near the end there. I bet my other Class-Related Abilities aren’t far off from ranking up too.” Aisha turned her display off, a hint of excitement in her ferocious crimson eyes. “What about you?” 
 
    I turned my watch on and reenacted her movements. We skipped past the level-up notification since it was exactly the same, as we still split the experience between Overlord and Subordinate equally. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    You have proven yourself to be capable of wielding axe-bladed handheld weapons. 
 
    New General Skill Learned: Handaxe Proficiency (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I should have seen that one coming. I guess I’m now okayish with maces and handaxes. One more, and it will bundle together under Weapon Proficiencies.” I rubbed my chin. 
 
    “It’s great to see you grow. Maybe not as thrilling as watching my own numbers rise, but still fun and satisfying,” Aisha added. 
 
    Nodding at her, I shoved the two notifications aside to make space for more, if there were any. 
 
    And there were. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Through continuous training, practice, and combat experience, your abilities have become stronger. 
 
    Telekinesis (E) -> Telekinesis (D) 
 
    Command (E) -> Command (D) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Your hard work is finally paying off.” Aisha patted me on the back with a proud smile, which faltered a little after she noticed my furrowed brows. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Telekinesis is obvious, but Command? My wrist buzzed way before I ordered you to rip the tree dudes to shreds. Do the notifications get muted after a few? Wait…” My eyes widened in realization. “It can’t be—” 
 
    I pulled the illusion up and scrolled through it, revealing more lines of text which caused me to freeze momentarily. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    The following requirements have been met: 
 
    Proficiency: Two Unique Arms Proficiencies -> Current Count: 3 
 
    Ability: Battle Sense - Rank D -> Current Rank: D 
 
    Ability: Telekinesis - Rank D -> Current Rank: D 
 
    Ability: Command - Rank D -> Current Rank: D 
 
    Status Points: Charisma - Value: 20 -> Current Value: 25 
 
    Explicit Will To Command An Inanimate Object -> Expressed 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” My brows crawled up to my hairline as we stared at the wall of text. 
 
    Aisha scrolled down before I did, as intrigued by the sudden burst of notifications as I was, eager to see the final result. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Through the fulfillment of the aforementioned requirements, a new ability has been learned. 
 
    New Class-Related Ability Learned: Armsweaving (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Develop the ability Armsweaving (F) to Rank C for the privilege of receiving a new title. 
 
    Overlord of Lust -> Armsweaving Overlord of Lust 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    We stared at the last two pop-ups in silence for about a minute before looking each other in the eyes, equally shocked and stunned. 
 
    “You gotta be shitting me…” I finally let out a deep chuckle and shook my head. 
 
    “Now, I might not be the most knowledgeable about stuff, but I’ve never ever heard of such an ability.” Aisha gave me a big grin. 
 
    “What’s with these specific requirements? I’ve seen and heard of Gunslingers or Spellslingers, but Armsweaver is a first for me too.” 
 
    “You said that the Overlord path in your game hadn’t been explored much, due to the submission part, yes? I would assume this is something either unique to Overlords, or to them and a few other Classes which might be able to fulfill these conditions too.” 
 
    “I guess so. This confirms my suspicions. I would have never thought that me cursing at your greataxe to move could trigger something like this. I assumed that it flew up with just Telekinesis, but was so heavy it drained me dry.” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” Aisha’s eyes literally sparkled. “Come on! Show us what it can do!” 
 
    I smiled at her enthusiastic expression and navigated to the ability. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Armsweaving (F) 
 
    As a powerful Overlord, you can dominate, bond, and command an entire arsenal to follow your orders, be it swords, axes, hammers, or even shields. Rain down weapons at your enemies without lifting a finger, using your domineering presence as the fuel of your armory. 
 
    Effective Range: 10 m 
 
    Available Bonds: 1 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Mana Usage Reduction: -30% 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Weight Reduction: -25% 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Range Increase: +25% 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Now, this is badass!” Aisha slugged me in the shoulder with a laugh and I chuckled too, rubbing my arm. “I almost want to beg you to try it out, but I know damn well how exhausted you are. Such a bummer.” 
 
    “We will get a chance to see it in action soon. I’m just wondering about one thing.” 
 
    For easier navigation, I pulled out my phone and checked the main menu of my DCI Hub. As expected, a new submenu had appeared amongst the available buttons, titled Armory. I tapped it as Aisha craned her neck over my shoulder to see the display and we found a screen similar to the one from the Subordinate Management section. 
 
    A bunch of flat pedestals stood on a black background. Two of them were lit up by a stage light from above, displaying a slowly rotating figure of my trusty mace and Aisha’s greataxe. One more silhouette spun around beside those two, but was grayed out, like an unavailable character. 
 
    “Maybe you should bond with the mace?” Aisha suggested, assuming that I wasn’t currently bonded with any of the visible tools of murder, same as me. 
 
    “I’d prefer to do it with a bladed weapon instead, considering our current situation,” I replied. 
 
    “Too bad we left your handaxe in that cave. I should have tried to grab it. Sorry.” 
 
    The last, shadowy silhouette must be it, for sure. 
 
    I turned to my lovely drakan mate and placed a brief kiss on her precious lips. 
 
    “Not something you should view as your fault. I would have run away and abandoned your weapon, too, if it meant saving your life. The former can be replaced, the latter, I’m afraid, is one of a kind.” 
 
    She answered with a warm smile, a faint nod, and a soft peck on my lips too. “I’m thinking about taking a shower while we wait for the potions to do their thing. Care to join me?” 
 
    “There’s a mace in the storage room. If I ever say no to that question, I want you to take it and smash it right into the side of my skull because you are talking to a doppelganger.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled charmingly with a wide smile and kissed me once more. The next second, I was being dragged towards the bathroom as we hastily unbuckled our armor and disrobed on the way to the shower. She hopped into the open cubicle first while I stacked the pieces of armor on the floor outside the bathroom, to save them from getting all damp and rusty. 
 
    I hastily joined her under the stream, wary not to get burned, but she smiled at me softly and I noticed that she had set it to a very comfortable temperature. Needless to say, we engaged in a short exchange of slow kisses as the hot water soothed our bodies, grazing our palms over each other’s backs. 
 
    A flash of pink made us notice the third person in the room, which we had completely missed. Rose bobbed and swirled around us happily, perhaps sensing the slightly intimate mood. We chuckled at our little companion and began taking care of one another. 
 
    Each of us had a number of visible cuts and wounds. I grabbed a healing salve from a small shelf beside the shower and covered the worst of them with it as Aisha angled herself and raised her arms up to make it easier for me. 
 
    Her athletic body was a sight to behold every damned time. Just… Wow. 
 
    Shortly after I took care of the second red line, Rose squished herself between us. We looked at the cheerful orb curiously. Our friend circled us a bunch of times before stopping at the wound in Aisha’s thigh. She gasped when Rose suddenly pushed herself into it, causing part of her spherical pink body to either flatten or disappear into Aisha’s flesh. 
 
    A few seconds later, our field medic withdrew her round form and revealed nothing but Aisha’s soft skin. No wound, no scar, all traces of the damage completely gone. 
 
    We exchanged glances and smiled at each other. Rose did possess a weak healing ability, though it looked like it was strong enough to patch us up decently fast.  
 
    I assisted Aisha, lending her a hand or my body to support herself against, as we let my adorable familiar do her thing. I swear Rose became much livelier after we politely asked her to heal us. She must have been pleased to be of use. Not that she hadn’t been plenty useful, already. 
 
    With all the minor cuts, wounds, and bruises having disappeared from the drakan beauty’s body, it was my turn to experience the Pixie’s magic. I gasped during the first contact just like Aisha had. She chuckled at my expression, giving me an impish smile. It kind of felt like someone had pressed a sizable winter heat pad to my stiff and sore muscles, which additionally pricked my skin with a weak electric current. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I succumbed to the pleasant treatment. Rose floated from spot to spot, pressing herself against the few marks and blemishes she found on my skin. It was extremely delightful, but also rather… stimulating.  
 
    I had already become somewhat active, thanks to the dazzling woman beside me, but Rose’s tickles and teases warmed me in one more place other than the spots she had touched. A knowing smirk met my gaze when I opened my eyes. Aisha was very much aware of the unintended effect behind the Pixie’s healing. 
 
    After dealing with every single wound, Rose swirled in a spiral between us, and we showered the incredible little healer with pats and praise. She buzzed happily under our palms, letting us interact with her kind of spiritual form. 
 
    “We will surely kick some serious ass thanks to your healing, Rose. I appreciate it.” I smiled at the pretty orb, hoping she could sense my emotions. 
 
    “You are the best. I’m really glad we have you with us,” Aisha added after me. 
 
    Rose started vibrating, the buzz growing increasingly stronger, before she suddenly bolted away from us with an erratic wiggle. We watched her phase through the bathroom door like it didn’t exist and chuckled together. It looked like even Pixies could get embarrassed from being praised. 
 
    Turning the water off, I held my arm out to assist Aisha, and she stepped out of the shower with an appreciative nod. I roamed my eyes over her delicious figure from behind for a moment as she paraded forward before following her. 
 
    “I can feel the regenerative effect of the potions settling in,” I admitted while stretching my arms overhead. 
 
    Aisha glanced at me over her shoulder with a playful smirk. 
 
    “You know what else has a nice, regenerative effect?” 
 
    Lifting her tail up over one shoulder, she sensually ran her palm down her hip, stopping at her tender cheek. Gently squeezing the delicious globe, she pulled it aside to reveal her charming butthole and alluring slit. To top it all, she reached down to brush two fingers of her other hand between her sweet lower lips, separating them and highlighting the sticky trace of arousal on her sensitive pink flesh which I was sure wasn’t water. 
 
    I swallowed heavily. 
 
    “Ah, fuck…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29
On the Horn 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With such an invitation right before my eyes, there was no way I could just brush it off.  
 
    Hastily stepping forward, I thrust myself into Aisha from behind, squashing her tender tail to my stomach and chest as it arched towards the ceiling. My cock slipped under her heated mound as it speared ahead, popping out between her thighs as Aisha’s slick lower lips kissed my shaft lovingly from above. 
 
    She let out a quiet gasp and hummed seductively. Tilting her head to the side and leaning back into me, she pulled me into a passionate kiss, starting to sway her hips back and forth as my rock-hard member ground itself into her parted slit, bringing us each a thrill of pleasure. 
 
    My palms grazed her belly, heading in opposite directions as we made out. Soon, my left hand dipped into the valley below while my right hand approached the valley above. Aisha let out a sultry moan as I began to softly knead her breast and delicately massage her clit with the tips of my fingers. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck… Lucas…” She sighed into my lips, breaking the kiss. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” I groaned at her softly as we stared deeply into each other’s eyes. “For some reason, I’ve been quite a bit harder and more eager recently than usual.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled with a knowing smile. “Did you already forget that you drank a stamina potion? It reinvigorates all of your body.” 
 
    She slid one hand down her appetizing stomach and set her fingers to bump into my tip each time it emerged from between her thighs. The proud smirk decorating her face told me just how much she enjoyed toying with me. 
 
    I placed my lips over the scales running up the side of her neck and began leaving sucky kisses on them. 
 
    “I guess we could both use a good buff before heading back in,” I whispered in her ear, enjoying her musical moans. 
 
    “I could use a good fuck too.” A heavier sigh left her mouth as she ground herself down on my shaft. “Come on, Lucas. Enough teasing. Take me. Fuck me.” 
 
    “With pleasure.”  
 
    Brushing my lips over the crimson plates, I drew my hips back. Aisha bent her fingers in and my next, powerful thrust nailed her dripping pussy right on target as they guided me perfectly into her scorching hot embrace. 
 
    “Ah! Mhhhnnnnnn…” Aisha yelped in joy and hummed in satisfaction. 
 
    I fixed my posture a little bit, setting her thick tail more comfortably up over my shoulder so that its slim end dropped down my back, as I began pushing my navel into her juicy bottom. Loud slaps echoed through the bathroom as I railed my incredible drakan mate from behind, to the accompaniment of her lovely sighs and light moans. 
 
    “Mmmmmm… Yes… Like that… It feels so good with my tail bent up… Mmmmnnnnn…” 
 
    Hearing this particularly interesting piece of feedback, I hugged her tighter, squeezing it more between our bodies. As a result, Aisha’s beautiful tail stretched a bit, lifting her ass slightly where it connected to her lower back. This altered the angle of her butt, allowing me to dig even deeper into her leaking honeypot as Aisha was pulled up onto her tiptoes. 
 
    “Gods… You are fucking blazing inside… Feels like I’m nailing a furnace… Ghnnn… A sexy, lovely, delightful furnace…” 
 
    She chuckled sweetly between moans, craning her neck back to look at me. Staring straight into my eyes with those perfect, scarlet irises of hers, she dragged my hands to cup both of her breasts as I continued making love to her. 
 
    “Because I am your furnace,” she purred impishly, traces of black smoke escaping her mouth and nostrils. “So drive that sword of yours deep into me and let's forge something unforgettable together. With a bang.” 
 
    “With a bang it is,” I replied and sealed her lips with mine. 
 
    Brushing my fingers all over her magnificent peaks, I thrust my hips forward as strong as I could, pushing myself up into her hot embrace. Aisha did not play a completely submissive role, though, and chased my tongue with hers like a hungry predator stalking its prey. I might be hammering her lower lips like a piston, but she was making a mess of my mouth with her teeth and needy tongue. 
 
    “Lucas… Ahhh… Ahhh… Harder… Squeeze them more…” 
 
    Immediately answering Aisha’s ardent pleas, I dug my fingers into her marshmallowy buns with much more strength. I knew her body could take a good beating and I had a hunch that she enjoyed being roughed up, perhaps just a little bit more than a little. It certainly fit her fiery nature. 
 
    Still, I rolled and pinched her nipples with care, making sure that I didn’t bruise them instead of making her go crazy with pleasure. I could tell that she was getting close, with how she began to slam her butt into my stomach in time with my thrusts. Her snug passage gripped me much firmer too. 
 
    “Shit… That’s almost it… Ahhhh… Ahhhh…” 
 
    I was nearing my limit when Aisha arched her back even more, face pointing directly at the ceiling. Lifting one hand to massage the scales on her right shoulder as I gripped it tight, I plunged myself deep inside her, as far as she let me, and pulled on her nipples a bit. 
 
    We exploded together, our grunts and moans of delight combining in a glorious harmony. Aisha’s scorching hot walls clutched at my cock as she shuddered in orgasm, causing me to blow my load right then and there, inside her comfortable love nest. A few waves of cloudy liquid coated her hot channel as I pumped my hips a few final times. 
 
    She quivered lightly in my arms, panting a bit as I held her close. I breathed heavily too, rubbing my cheek into the mesmerizing scales along her neck. Hearing a charming chuckle, I lifted my head to peek at Aisha’s face. 
 
    “I really hope that’s not all, is it?” She smiled at me warmly. 
 
    I chuckled too and raised my face enough to give her a peck on the temple. 
 
    “You are in luck. The potions I bought seem to be high-quality ones. There’s plenty more where that came from,” I replied, stirring her insides with my still vigorous member. 
 
    “Brilliant.” Aisha’s smile grew into a toothy grin that showcased her sharpened canines. 
 
    Fuck. I loved when she said that. Every time. 
 
    Pulling us into a kiss, she began grinding herself on me and I snickered inwardly. It looked like I wouldn’t even get a chance to pull out before round two. Not that I minded. It felt heavenly inside her. Or should I say hellishly considering the heat? 
 
    Deciding to act a little fiercer, I bit on her lower lip and slammed my hips into her juicy bottom. Aisha gasped quietly as she lurched forward, waving her arms in front of her to catch balance. We stumbled for a few awkward steps, remaining connected at the hip, until she caught onto the bowl of the bathroom sink, leaning over it. 
 
    Not giving her too much time to rest, I soon started pistoning her pink lily again, admiring her slim waist and slightly muscular upper back. Aisha’s body jumped back and forth as I kept bumping into her from behind in something akin to standing doggy, or maybe standing draggy would be a more appropriate name, as she was part Dragon. 
 
    “Mhhhnnn… This certainly hits different… Mhmmmm… Mmmmm… I can finally let my tail down…” 
 
    I chuckled and helped it slide off my chest. Aisha wrapped it around me, and I soon had a safety belt snuggled around my waist.  
 
    Actually, it might not be a safety belt, but a chain instead. From the somewhat wicked grin she shot at me when looking back over her shoulder, I felt like its purpose was to never let me go until I’d satisfied the drakan lady to the fullest. 
 
    She’d put a fucking leash on me. And it turned me on. 
 
    “I thought you said… Mmhhhhnn… There was more where that came from… Mmmmm…” She teased with a smirk. 
 
    “Just you wait…” 
 
    My hands shot to her waist, pinning it firmly against the sink. Pulling my hips back until my cock threatened to pop out of her love hole, I slammed forward again, raising the tempo. I watched my shaft drill Aisha’s captivating pussy like mad, listening to her increasingly more vocal appreciation. The change forced her to get a tad louder and I enjoyed her musical cries a lot. 
 
    Returning her gaze to the front, Aisha seemed to realize exactly where we were and shot me another quick smirk over her shoulder. I saw her reach out and her palm zigzagged over the steamy mirror, removing the opaque obstruction from the silvery panel.  
 
    In the next moment, we locked gazes in the mirror, and I could literally feel how proud she was of her action. I could now enjoy a different view of our passionate lovemaking session. Aisha’s delightful smile, broken by the moans escaping her lips with each thrust, stared at me through the reflection. Her ample breasts bounced to my rhythm, joined even by her crimson hair. Everything was on display, making it so much hotter, and she clearly relished my awed expression. 
 
    But, two could play that game. 
 
    I wrapped one arm around her waist and used the other to pull her up just a bit, angling her body back to rest against my chest. When she arched her neck to lean against my shoulder, I released her waist to lift one thigh up and out. She was still able to rest her hands on the lip of the sink, where I rested her knee, but now we both could see how her lower lips were spread wide apart as my cock hammered her from below. 
 
    As my left hand found her pubic area once more, my right moved to Aisha’s neck this time, cupping her cheeks. I raised her face just a little bit, causing her to have some trouble looking at me through the mirror. She did maintain that fragile eye contact, though, I grinned wide and stuck my tongue out. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhmmmmmmmm…” 
 
    Aisha’s expression melted as I ran it along the scales covering her tasty neck, and she let out a prolonged moan. Her figure was still bouncing from my pounding, her tits swaying back and forth alluringly, her quite thick thighs rippling from the impact. She relished the multitude of sensations assaulting her senses. 
 
    I kept licking, kissing, and nibbling with my lips all around the side of her neck and along the line of her chin, switching it up from time to time not to focus only on her scales, but also on her soft skin. She shivered each time I went after the tough plates. They were in a perfect state to be teased, thanks to the perfect oil I always bought for her. 
 
    “Lucassssssssssssssssss…” Aisha purred at me coyly. “I looooooove ittttttttt…” 
 
    “I’m glad, then.” I chuckled a little. 
 
    Certainly, I loved caressing her like that too. I would never have thought I’d be tickling a beauty’s scales to make her feel good. I should ask her how that actually worked, since they both served as armor protecting vulnerable parts of her body while obviously functioning as erogenous zones too. It seemed a little counterintuitive. 
 
    “Ahhhh… Ahhhh… Ahhhhmmmmmm…” 
 
    Hearing Aisha’s moans raise in volume yet again, I was pretty sure she was rapidly approaching another delightful climax, and I had every intention to make it as mind-blowing as possible for her. 
 
    Thankfully, I got an idea that could either change nothing or achieve exactly that. 
 
    Reaffirming my grip on Aisha’s waist, I started brushing the tips of my fingers over her shy nub for some gentler stimulation as I drilled her blazing channel from behind. This already evoked a nice reaction from her, but it wasn’t my final play. 
 
    I stopped straining her neck by holding her chin up and head back against my shoulder. She glanced at me curiously, a tinge of dissatisfaction tightening her ferocious eyes. Nothing but my mysterious smile answered her, though, as I hoped to earn a pardon from my lover for such an evil act of stopping the delightful caresses. 
 
    My fingers slid into her fragrant hair, and I gripped her mane in my fist, using it to push her head slightly forward and to the left. Aisha’s confusion only grew as I continued to make slight adjustments. She observed me as carefully as she could while being roughly fucked from behind. 
 
    Then, her pupils narrowed into thin slits as I opened my mouth wide above her head. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no, don—” 
 
    Aisha’s entire body quivered, and her eyes rolled back the moment my lips closed around the tip of her horn and my tongue circled the tough surface. Her eyelashes fluttered and I could tell that she had come a little from the unexpected sensation.  
 
    I pulled my mouth back, a wide smile curling my lips. I was so proud of myself. 
 
    She gasped for air, as if she had been holding her breath for the few seconds that my mouth had worshiped the tip of the dark scarlet spike, and shivered once more. Shooting me a panicked glance as she breathed heavily, Aisha shook her head, perhaps to prevent me from doing it again. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had predicted she might try to get away, and locked her head in place by my fistful of her hair. She watched helplessly as I closed my lips over her horn again, this time biting on her lower lip as her eyelashes flickered even faster. Her pussy squeezed me in response, evoking a grunt of pleasure from me. 
 
    As I withdrew my mouth, she wheezed loudly, shaking all over. I hadn’t stopped driving myself into her scorching snatch even for a moment, and my high was quickly building up from the recent spikes in pressure that my shaft was subjected to. There was no doubt that Aisha was on the very edge now, her loud, sultry moans mixing with heavy breathing. I could feel her tightening around me, more and more. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh! Ahhhhhnn! Ahhhhhh! Shit! Ahhhh! Too much! Mhnnnnnn!” 
 
    “Let’s end this, then, ugh...” 
 
    Knowing well what was coming, Aisha closed her eyes in preparation for the inevitable. I pulled on her hair a little and took her right horn between my teeth, closing them around it very cautiously as I sucked on it. I did not want to bring her pain, in case they really were that sensitive, only pleasure. 
 
    Aisha’s mouth and eyes shot wide open as I did so and shoved myself strongly into her pussy at the same time, holding her hips close with my other hand. 
 
    “Mhmmmmmmmmmmm!” 
 
    A loud shout of ecstasy filled the air as an expression of pure bliss came over Aisha’s face. I pumped a flooding load into her furthest depths with a grunt as her knees nearly buckled and she started trembling. It must have hit damn hard, for her to break the silence after the previous two attempts. 
 
    My warm seed gradually painted her scorching insides in white as I hugged Aisha dearly, letting her ride her orgasm for as long as she could. I had pulled my teeth off and mouth away from her horn as I leaned back, so as to not get maimed with its sharp tip as she spasmed in my embrace. The trembling did not subside for nearly a dozen seconds. 
 
    After she finally got a hold of herself, as much as it was possible, Aisha shot me a glare through the mirror, still regaining her breath. I smiled at her wryly, also slightly winded, not sure how much trouble I was in for the last stunt. 
 
    “Sorry.” I chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    She smirked at me and shook her head. “Don’t be… I guess… I should actually tell you about all my weak spots… To save myself from the surprise of you discovering them anyway…” 
 
    We laughed together and I leaned forward, lovingly wrapping my arms around her stomach. Aisha smiled charmingly and tilted her head back and to the side, allowing me to kiss her on the lips. We basked in post-orgasmic bliss, sharing the sweet moment. 
 
    “I think we should have reached the highest grade of the bonus from this,” Aisha said, brushing her hand over the place where we were still connected, barely visible in the mirror. 
 
    I placed my hand over hers. “I would be surprised to learn that we haven’t, and very curious what we would have to do to top today’s activities.” 
 
    A playful smile rose on her lips. “You know that there are at least three ways to do this, right? We still have one more to go.” 
 
    My eyes widened briefly. Aisha let out a soft chuckle, sure that I had figured it out. 
 
    And yes, I had. 
 
    Brushing my lips against her ear, I whispered, “I’m looking very much forward to exploring that part of you too.” 
 
    “Mmmmmm, yes…” 
 
    We shared one more kiss before reaching a mutual understanding that we had taken enough time off. With my hands on her hips, I began sliding myself out of her hot channel, slowly, ensuring she got to enjoy every bit of it. The contented smile curving her lips confirmed that she had. 
 
    I plopped myself out of her incredible pussy with a soft pop and pecked her cheek. 
 
    “AH!” 
 
    Aisha’s sudden yelp in surprise caused me to jump, as well. Before I could ask what had happened, I gasped too as a weird sensation hit me below the belt. We glanced at it together, Aisha over her shoulder and me just straight down. 
 
    A pink orb hovered between our legs, close to our privates. To be perfectly honest, my tip had disappeared inside its form. I sucked in a breath and shuddered as Rose then speared herself further on my member, my fingers digging into Aisha’s tender flesh. 
 
    My entire cock was assaulted with what felt like thousands of microscopic lightning strikes from every angle. It did not hurt but was extremely ticklish, pleasant, and, of course, stimulating. My mouth hung open as I experienced this unimaginable sensation. Rose must have brushed against Aisha’s clit earlier or something to have caused her to gasp. 
 
    As I took another peek down, my eyes turned into literal saucers and a very faint feeling of dread coiled in my stomach.  
 
    I wasn’t a big guy but I knew perfectly well how big I was, and my length clearly surpassed the diameter of Rose’s current shape by nearly an inch. Yet, with the sentient ball of mana pressing herself into my very underbelly, nothing stuck out the other side. 
 
    I had no idea how any of this worked, but suddenly not seeing all of yourself while knowing there should be more of you visible—even while feeling that it was still there—was a tiny bit distressing. I was experiencing literal phantom dick as my brain tried to process what my eyes fed it, clashing it against what the rest of my body was signaling. 
 
    Fortunately, whatever Rose was doing didn’t last long and she drifted back a moment later, revealing my cock to the world once again in all of its former glory with, thankfully, no forced reduction visible. She happily floated up between our faces and pulsed in joy. 
 
    Aisha furrowed her brows and pouted. “Not fair. That was my responsibility.” 
 
    Then, I realized that I was clean. Like, dry clean. No love juices coated my dick, with no other evidence of our amorous activities. Brand new once again. Rose had somehow given me a cleanup blowjob. If Pixies could suck a dick. 
 
    I chuckled while shaking my head. “Are Pixies on a semen diet, or what?” 
 
    Aisha laughed softly. “Watch her turn into a Succubus tonight.” 
 
    We snickered together and I gave a few pats to the floating, happily pulsing sphere. Helping Aisha clean herself up properly, I leaned in for one more peck, which she turned into another battle of tongues—this damned insatiable predator—and we moved out of the bathroom. 
 
    With a sigh, she finally pulled back and we moved out of the bathroom. We had to check how much our fun boosted her, add a few stat points, and quickly head out to crash the final few prisons while the Seed remained blissfully unaware. 
 
    And I was buzzing with energy to kick it right in the nuts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30
Final Assembly 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I fished out a pair of undies from the dresser next to the bed and tossed them at Aisha. She caught it with an appreciative nod and proceeded to very seductively wiggle her hips during the process of sliding the panties up her athletic legs, shooting me a smirk over her shoulder after she was done. 
 
    Rolling my eyes with a soft chuckle, I grabbed my own undergarment and put it on. Turning around to face her again, I watched Aisha slip her delicious bust into a sports bra. Catching me looking, she shot me a wink. 
 
    Seriously, she had clearly waited for me to look to do it. 
 
    Ending her teases there, she moved to the stack of armor and gear which I had made outside the bathroom, performing a quick check-up and quick maintenance. I sat down at her side and gave her a hand. 
 
    “So, it keeps floating up in my mind, how come your scales can be both tough and extremely sensitive at the same time?” I asked as we worked. 
 
    “It’s actually pretty simple.” Aisha shrugged. “Just like normal skin can react to different circumstances—be it temperature, humidity, or such—the scales covering some parts of my body do too. They are usually hard and quite durable; often I can barely feel it when they are touched. But, when a drakan gets aroused, they turn really sensitive.” 
 
    She shot me a playful smile. 
 
    “I see. Quite logical, I guess. Isn’t it rather troublesome with your Berserk, though? It does get you a little turned on, both during and after battle.” 
 
    “It’s a mentality thing. My mind is focused and filled with rage, the drive to fight and battle, not thoughts like how badly I want to wrap my thighs around your head and ride your tongue until I pass out from pleasure overload. They can change states rather quickly, depending on the mood.” 
 
    “That’s… weirdly specific.” I chuckled wryly. 
 
    “Just an example. Not a lie, though.” 
 
    To demonstrate what she meant, Aisha took my hand and pressed it into the side of her neck. My fingers brushed over her scales, and while I could tell that they were tougher than they’d been during our intimate time in the bathroom, they were still not as hard as usual, meaning that she still was somewhat in the mood, with some lewd thoughts floating around in that pretty head of hers. 
 
    Her sex drive was just something else. 
 
    We quickly wrapped up the simple maintenance in just a few minutes, letting the heat of the moment dissipate comfortably. I stood up, helping my companion to her feet. I then assisted Aisha in getting her armor on, before she returned the favor. 
 
    “Let’s spend our newly gained stat points before we go,” I suggested, bringing my phone out. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 11 (+3) 
 
    Agility: 15 (+1) 
 
    Constitution: 10 (+1) 
 
    Intelligence: 20 (+1) 
 
    Wisdom: 17 (+1) 
 
    Leadership: 11 
 
    Charisma: 25 
 
    [Available Points: 7] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Now that I have Armsweaving, I can pretty much abandon Strength, which was already part of my plan. I guess I’ll drop five into Constitution just as I told you I would before, and put the remaining two into Charisma,” I explained as Aisha peeked over my shoulder. “Then, next time, three into Charisma to make it thirty and more, with a few into Constitution.” 
 
    She nodded at my words. “What do you suggest for me?” 
 
    I switched my display over to her stats to refresh my memory. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES
+50% (23h Remaining) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 34 (+17) 
 
    Agility: 15 (+7) 
 
    Constitution: 15 (+7) 
 
    Intelligence: 8 (+4) 
 
    Wisdom: 6 (+3) 
 
    Perseverance: 11 (+5) 
 
    Fury: 20 (+10) 
 
    [Available Points: 7] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “And it looks like what we did was enough,” I commented after noticing the numbers in brackets and the notification at the top. 
 
    Aisha chuckled. “Too bad. I really wanted to try something else, if it didn’t.” 
 
    I gently pecked her cheek. “Next time. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.”  
 
    She flashed me a mischievous smile as we gazed into each other’s eyes and we returned our attention to the phone. 
 
    “You didn’t unlock any skills this time, did you?” I asked. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” I pondered for a moment. “For my upgrade, Charisma at twenty was enough so, I’d leave Fury where it is, and bump your Strength up to forty. The last point is tough. I guess we drop it into Intelligence. Reaching ten should be fine, especially since you will be learning more complex skills from now on.” 
 
    “Whatever you say. I’m very satisfied with Sharpen, and looking forward to more.” She smiled at me softly. 
 
    We made the changes as planned and moved on. 
 
    I stepped to the chest at the foot of the bed and packed a few more potions into my pouches. Aisha picked up one of each—regeneration, mana, stamina—and slipped them in her small strapped pockets. I carried the extra ones, in case she needed more, reducing the risk of them getting damaged. 
 
    We strolled over to the PC next, and I did a few quick searches in the D-Shop. Finding the category that I was looking for, I submitted an order after a minute or so of browsing. Aisha jogged to bring it to me, returning with a flat, fairly long package. 
 
    She had seen what I had purchased, so I let her open the box and have the first try. Though slightly bigger than my previous one, what she pulled out of the box was still a handaxe. It had twin curved blades for even easier cutting. She gave it a few spins and swings before handing it to me. 
 
    “A decent weapon. Could have been better, but will serve its purpose. It’s for what I think it is, right?” 
 
    I nodded and accepted it, admiring the pretty silver metal and neatly carved handle. 
 
    “How do you go about it?” Aisha asked, a curious spark in her scarlet eyes. 
 
    “I bet the same as with everything,” I answered and made a tiny cut on my finger with its edge. 
 
    Raising my hand over the metal head of the axe, I let a drop of blood fall onto its surface. I focused my mind on requesting a bond with the weapon, taking a more polite approach rather than straight-up forcing my will onto it. 
 
    After a brief moment, the blood sizzled as if the surface it lay on was suddenly extremely hot and we watched as it was absorbed into the blade, rather than evaporating. A single pulse of red spread through the entirety of the blade from that point, like a ripple in a pond, reaching the very edge of both sides. 
 
    Instantly, I felt the weapon become much lighter in my hand, fitting it much better than before. I tossed it into the air a little and caught it again with no problem. 
 
    “Neat. It’s not weightless, but I can tell the difference. If I get more slots, I should try to bond with your weapon too. That way, I would be able to wield it semi-properly in an emergency. I hope the next rank allows more than one additional entry.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s great, but that’s not the best part, is it?” Aisha kept eyeing my new axe with excitement. 
 
    I chuckled lightly and closed my eyes. 
 
    Focusing my mind, I searched for a connection resembling the one I shared with her. I found it pretty quickly, leading to the weapon in my hand.  
 
    It was a curious feeling. The handaxe kind of conveyed its state to me, and a lot of other things like its position, its angle, and such. I could sense it like I sensed my own hand, like it was an extension of my body. 
 
    ~Fly,~ I tried to command it with my thoughts. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhhhhh!” Aisha’s delighted voice reached my ears. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I found the handaxe levitating vertically above my palm. That was obviously more than my Telekinesis could handle by itself at its current level, or maybe the recent rank-up may have brought such a feat closer to being feasible. Still, I felt like smaller shortswords would be its limit. 
 
    Withdrawing my hand, I studied the floating weapon with curiosity. It hovered up and down like it was possessed—and perhaps it was—with my will and intention. Aisha poked at it with her finger and the axe glided back a few centimeters. The wide smile didn’t leave her lips. 
 
    “That’s so awesome. Is it draining? What else can you do with it?” 
 
    “Much less than pure Telekinesis,” I replied. “And well, I gotta practice with this to know what all I can do, but it does feel quite… natural.” 
 
    Curling all the fingers of my right hand except for my pointer and middle finger, I flicked my hand at her. The handaxe made a weak swing at Aisha, which she swiftly sidestepped. I instructed it to do that again, and she dodged that one too. With each strike, I put more intention into it, and they grew stronger, eventually forcing her to parry with her bracers. 
 
    “Let it hit you,” I said, and Aisha didn’t block, receiving a hit in the exposed part of her arm. 
 
    Her eyes widened a little. “It’s not sharp?” 
 
    “It seems like I can cover the edge with a blunt cover or something like that. Quite useful,” I explained while recalling the axe, and having it rotate above my fingers. 
 
    “Great for training, for sure.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers and the weapon floated through the metal ring at my belt, settling itself down against my thigh. The connection was still there, and I knew that I could call it forth at any moment. Technically, I was pretty sure I could just let it hang around me, at least somewhere close to my body, without it consuming too much mana, but chose not to. 
 
    Yet, at least. 
 
    Aisha watched as I walked into the storage room and came back with the mace. 
 
    “What are you going to do with it?” she asked. 
 
    “Just test it, nothing more.” 
 
    I tried commanding it the same way as I had the handaxe, and it also floated into the air. The difference in mana consumption was very noticeable, though. My control over it was much sloppier too. I had to focus much more on what I wanted it to do, while the bonded weapon followed my thoughts with barely any input. 
 
    Next, I turned off my Armsweaving ability and switched to Telekinesis. The mace slowly descended to the ground until it rested flat on the floor. 
 
    “Did you run out of juice?” Aisha put her hands on her hips as she stared down at it. 
 
    “No, but the difference was huge. I tried out Telekinesis. It kept draining my mana, so I just let it fall. I’m still far away from casually moving such weights around with that skill. I have a feeling that the jump is quite big at higher ranks.” 
 
    “Thankfully, for weapons, you can use Armsweaving. Who would have thought that the spell you picked up to train Mana Control would end up being this useful?” 
 
    “Right?” I chuckled. “Even I had no idea this was possible.” 
 
    “It makes me really excited about myself. I can’t wait for wild shit to start happening for me, thanks to your guidance. I hope to get at least one title extension before you get your second one.” She smirked at me. 
 
    “I guarantee it. No way will I get Armsweaving from F to C so fast. Watch, you’ll surpass me and may even become a Tri-Class before that happens.” 
 
    Aisha grinned. “I’ll do my best, coach. They say that there’s no bigger proof of a master’s ability than their pupil surpassing them.” 
 
    “Here it would mean that they were just less talented but I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Teaching and leading is a talent too, is it not?” She raised a brow at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “Fair enough.” 
 
    We laughed and prepared to move out. Rose had been idling around us the entire time, floating here and there as she usually did. She sensed when our preparations were wrapping up and zoomed to us, intent on making sure that we wouldn’t leave her behind. 
 
    Recovered as much as we could, restocked on all possible consumables, and with all of our gear checked, we exchanged a nod before Aisha slowly opened the door. She took a peek through a small gap first, reminding me about the lack of that damn peephole, and only opened the door wide after judging the immediate neighborhood safe. 
 
    “Alright. We are sticking together this time. Fast and furious. Rose, lead the way,” I commanded, and my companions expressed their agreement through their own means. 
 
    We broke into a jog after the speeding Pixie. Three prison chambers remained on the top floor and then we would be done with the bonus objective, hopefully freeing all the captive Pixies. If we were lucky, the Seed wouldn’t expect us to retaliate so soon after our previous foray, and we would succeed. If we weren’t able to surprise it… well, there was no use lamenting over it. We would just have to be cautious and methodical with this attempt to stop it from feeding and growing from the Pixies’ strength. 
 
    A few Woodmen blocked our path as the corridors were clearly less empty than before. Aisha made quick work of them with her Sharpen applied to her weapon. Time was crucial right now. We weren’t far from the nearest jail. 
 
    She burst into the cavern without slowing down and began wreaking havoc amongst the enemies. Only one Woodknight watched over the room with a bunch of Woodmen accompanying it, not counting the Woodcatchers, of course. Rose flew by her side while I called the axe to my hand and started chopping the cages down with much more ease than before. 
 
    The freed Pixies seemed to know exactly what to do, for some reason, and they swirled around the monsters right after leaving their cages. It was extremely helpful, especially with the Woodknight, which couldn’t catch a break from the dancing disco lights. Aisha could turn the other trees into minced wood in the meantime. 
 
    In a flash, we were back out, leaving the Woodknight and a few Woodmen alive. They were much slower than us and their form of travel through the mud wasn’t instantaneous, so we decided not to waste any time on them while the Seed could be strengthening the defenses of the last jails. 
 
    And I was right.  
 
    Two Woodknights stood in front of the entrance to the next chamber, like bouncers keeping an eye on things outside a nightclub. They only lacked fashionable suits and perhaps some gold chains to look the part. 
 
    “I’ll be the bait, you take down the cages,” I instructed Aisha, picking up the pace. 
 
    The aforementioned bouncers were especially lacking when it came to reaction speed, compared to their professional counterparts, and two thick branch-fists slammed into the tunnel floor behind me as I ducked inside. As expected, they rushed after me, stomping on the ground like elephants. A cluster of Woodscythers caught a whiff of me, too, and launched their own assault. 
 
    Of course, just like last time, the Pixies had followed us and jumped right into their harrying tactics. I spun my handaxe horizontally and set it to orbit around me, while dodging, ducking, and sidestepping all attacks. That way, I could focus my all on remaining uninjured, while the axe occasionally slashed an enemy in its path. Its incredibly sharp blades, when paired with the salty soup applied to its edge, downed them almost instantly. 
 
    Aisha had felled three-fourths of the cages with the constant use of her Whirlwind before the big stupids received new orders to switch their focus to her. Any lesser monsters that attempted to stop her ran right into the lawn mower.  
 
    It looked damn cool, to be perfectly honest. 
 
    We switched roles and I took out the rest of the short pillars. The Seed had certainly smartened up as a wall of Woodmen blocked our exit but that wasn’t an issue that couldn’t be fixed with a healthy dose of salt. I lobbed four vials at the ceiling above them and presented the stick boys with a rain of death. We stepped on their corpses without a shred of remorse. 
 
    “One more to go,” Aisha said as we ran. “This will definitely be the toughest nut to crack.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled. If it gets too hot, we book it.” 
 
    A few moments later, Rose led us to our final target. Although, the place differed from the rest quite a bit. 
 
    “Those fuckers tried to conceal it,” Aisha cursed, seeing the Woodmen trying to seal the entrance up with mud. 
 
    “Unfortunately for them, they didn’t make it, and even if they had, we have a navigator anyway. I don’t think a bit of dirt is an issue for you, is it?” I raised a brow at my drakan mate. 
 
    Aisha only grinned in response and picked up her pace. Three seconds later, a loud roar reverberated through the earthen hallway as she soared at the unfinished wall with her Launch. Her greataxe slammed into the mud and then downward as she used Ground Pound. The workers were sent flying in all directions as a strong tremor shook this section of the Dungeon. 
 
    I quickly joined Aisha inside the final prison, along with all of our temporary Pixie allies. I hastily scanned the chamber. Fewer enemies roamed around it than I’d expected to encounter. Perhaps the reinforcements hadn’t arrived yet, and we had accidentally left the least protected objective for last. I certainly couldn’t see the two Woodknights from earlier, which was great. 
 
    We got to work, not wanting to let this chance slip by. It could be that the Seed was starting to run out of puppets, which would be even better, but I preferred not to lean on unconfirmed assumptions like that. Though, we could certainly try something different here. 
 
    “Aisha, kill them all first, cages after,” I instructed my partner, changing our strategy. 
 
    It certainly surprised the enemies who had started throwing themselves in front of the cages or covering the captive Pixies with multiple bodies to block our weapons from smashing into the little prisons. One second, we were trying to avoid them, but the next, we were suddenly chasing down every single walking tree like overexcited lumberjacks. 
 
    Too bad we didn’t have any chainsaws. That would be a scene. 
 
    Somehow, we managed to chop all the tree dudes down before more began popping out of the walls. One or two did eventually arrive, but they weren’t destined to step onto the ground as Aisha cut them in half during the motion. We freed the Pixies without any other issues and looked around at the swarm of dancing orbs in a full rainbow. 
 
    As we were catching our breaths, Aisha lifted a hand and we bumped fists. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “With all those regenerative and supportive effects on me? Like a fucking god.” She chuckled heartily. “I could take this entire Dungeon alone. It’s so intoxicating.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky.” I smirked at her. 
 
    “Make me,” she quipped back with a sly grin. 
 
    “Later.” I landed a slap on her ass, and she purred in response. “Want to take a peek at the boss room? I’m pretty sure I sensed a thicker condensation of energy when I was tackling the jails on the lower floor.” 
 
    “Same.” Aisha nodded. “We could as well. It will be good to grab some more intel, at the very least. Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch the Seed with its pants down.” 
 
    “Let’s not push our luck too far. At the very first sign of danger, we are out. I can teleport and bring you back only once.” 
 
    “Got it, chief. You are the leader.” 
 
    I glanced up at the cloud of floating orbs.  
 
    “Alright, guys and girls, I think this is everyone, right?” After a brief pause, a wave passed through the spherical crowd. “Great. I’m glad we could help. You are free now. Stay vigilant until we get rid of the Seed for good. We are going to go take a look at it, no need to follow, though. I think we will be safer without a big cluster of mana flying behind us. No offense.” 
 
    The Pixies remained relatively still after my brief speech, floating up and down in their places. I wondered how to shoo them away—politely, of course—but Rose suddenly flew closer to them and began bobbing and wiggling in front of her friends. 
 
    Shortly after she stopped, there was another awkward pause, and all the Pixies began joyfully dancing too. A bunch of them zoomed up to Rose and circled her happily before the whole group raced out of the chamber. We watched them go with smiles on our lips. 
 
    Rose floated up to me after we were left alone. 
 
    “Thanks, girl. Excellent job.” I patted our Pixie companion softly. 
 
    She buzzed under my palm, making us chuckle. Then, we got serious again as the walls began crumbling. Not in the mood to throw a welcoming party for them, we jogged out of the destroyed prison and were on our way. Rose seemed to know the place we had mentioned and took the lead. 
 
    Cutting a bunch of Woodmen and Woodscythers on our path, we reached the lower level and ran towards the source of the ominous energy. I sensed it before Aisha did, perhaps thanks to my Mana Control and general experience with it, but neither of us could hold a candle to Rose in that regard. 
 
    The number of enemies increased as we got closer, clearly a good sign. Or a bad one, depending on your point of view.  
 
    Only one Woodknight blocked our way and we had to stop to take it down. With the three of us together, it wasn’t too great of a challenge. I melted part of its armor with acid while Rose kept annoying it until Aisha dealt the finishing blow. 
 
    Soon, we noticed the tunnel getting both wider and taller, until we saw a giant hole in the wall up ahead, about the size of a castle’s gate, I would say. Warily watching the walls with the utmost attention, we approached the edge of the opening and waited. After nothing jumped at us for a full minute, we took a peek inside. 
 
    A spacious cavern opened before us, its size roughly equivalent to a three-story family house at first glance. Plenty of Woodmen, Woodcatchers, Woodknights, and Woodscythers walked around inside, either patrolling aimlessly or taking care of some task.  
 
    But, the most striking feature of the chamber was clearly the huge-ass, withered tree partially embedded in one of the walls. It was black, as wide as five or six people standing shoulder to shoulder, and as high as three people standing on top of one another. Just like its puppets, it had no leaves, only spooky branches stretching upwards. 
 
    To top it all, green, acidic veins ran all over its bark, glowing and pulsing like they were filled with a radioactive substance. A big hollow could be seen in the middle of the thing’s trunk, like the hole where birds often made their nests but slightly bigger vertically than it was wide. Inside, I swear to god, was a giant eye or something closely resembling it. 
 
    The part that looked like an iris was of the same color as the pulsing veins, but I could also make out the shape of a black, demonic, vertical slit of a pupil, jumping around with janky movements. It would lock onto one of its spawn for a brief moment before switching its focus over to another one. 
 
    Great. We were up against a bootleg Sauron hiding in a dead tree. I certainly hoped it didn’t have any riders. 
 
    Returning behind the wall, I exchanged glances with Aisha. 
 
    “Want to cut some fuckers down and run away?” she suggested. “As far as I know, they shouldn’t be able to grow from a Sprout to a mature minion in less than a day or two, needing more time. We could trim its army down a little.” 
 
    I could tell that she was confident in her words and clear-minded, not driven by the urge to smash and destroy things. Therefore, I nodded. 
 
    “It might show us what it can do, helping us prepare better for the main raid. Save your Berserk. We will need it when we are going to run. Don’t let the rush take over. Let’s stay close together and whittle their numbers down as much as we can.” 
 
    She smiled and pulled me into a soft kiss. 
 
    “I’ll take it easy. I have much more to lose in this life than ever before.” A faint smile painted her lips. 
 
    I chuckled wryly. “Now, that’s a flag.” 
 
    We checked our gear one last time, reapplying Woodmen’s Bane to our weapons, before lunging into the boss room. It didn’t look like the Seed had set up any proximity sensors by its door, because it didn’t notice us until Aisha sank her greataxe into the first Woodscyther. 
 
    The giant eye locked onto her, clearly recognizing us as the thorn in its side that had wrecked its plans. The entire cavern rumbled as it shook in fury—at least I assumed it had. The wooden legion turned towards our position immediately and we soon had a swarm of enemies throwing themselves at our blades. 
 
    We remained wary of the ominous tree in the side of the chamber while chopping down its small army. It didn’t seem like it had managed to work something out against our salt poison as it remained as effective as ever. One by one, stick and log boys fell over, thrashing weakly. 
 
    Woodknights were our biggest problem, but we saw only three in our close vicinity, and they had a hard time coordinating their attacks so as not to slam into each other or their smaller comrades. Not that it seemed to bother them too much when they had but it was clear that the Seed tried not to aid us by accident, with its more fine-tuned control of those puppets. 
 
    After getting rid of one big boy, roughly fifteen Woodscythers, twenty Woodmen, and a bunch of Woodcatchers—it had gone pretty quick, thanks to our one-hit, one-kill policy for most of them—we began to notice a serious increase in the numbers facing us. Reinforcements kept pouring in from all sides. Thankfully, the Seed either had no way to fight us directly, or didn’t feel threatened enough yet to do so. 
 
    I sent Aisha an order to withdraw using her Berserk to clear the path, but the very moment she received it, something unexpected happened. 
 
    An uncountable number of Pixies suddenly burst into the huge cavern through the main entrance, flooding it completely. The constant stream of colorful orbs lasted for more than thirty seconds before the last one flew into the chamber. 
 
    When all of them were inside, they stopped creating chaos amongst the wooden soldiers and soared up into the air in one solid mass. A blanket of all imaginable colors covered the ceiling, capturing our and our enemy’s attention. 
 
    Then, the Pixies spread out in seemingly random directions, forming various shapes, circles and other geometrical patterns. Before I realized that they were making some kind of a magical array, they had finished. 
 
    The formation moved as one body, with various parts spinning in alternate directions, and it glowed strongly. Something shone under our feet, and I had to cover my eyes a bit, still trying to see what the hell was going on. 
 
    Energy pulsed from that spot and rushed to the sides. We watched as multiple thin walls passed through us, tickling us a bit but otherwise doing our bodies no harm.  
 
    Our opponents, however, weren’t as lucky. Each Woodman or other type of animated kindling was pushed back by the brilliant lights. After fifteen seconds, the explosions of mana stopped, and we looked around. 
 
    Not a single enemy remained next to us. All of them had been shoved to the far end of the cavern, trapped there by weird, semi-transparent, colorful barriers that pressed them up against the earthen walls. None could get through the multi-layered barricade that had formed. Only us and the Seed were left unaffected. 
 
    “It did say that the Pixies would give us a hand in clearing the Dungeon, didn’t it?” Aisha grinned at me. 
 
    I chuckled. “I think we owe this one to a certain someone, though.” 
 
    Rose buzzed proudly by our side. 
 
    “Well, let’s not waste their goodwill,” Aisha said, gripping her weapon harder. “We might as well end this right here, right now.” 
 
    “Agreed. Time to chop this asshole dow—” 
 
    A strong tremor shook the ground and the entire cavern rumbled. We instantly looked over at the black tree. Apparently, it had finally decided to act. 
 
    The earth around its form began crumbling from the wall as the Seed tore itself out of the Dungeon’s muddy embrace. It slid forward a bit, some of its roots shooting out to the sides and rushing at the barriers. These wooden tentacles managed to penetrate the magical barricade, but we could see that it hurt the Seed a lot, as puffs of smoke and a loud sizzling sound filled the air. 
 
    Fighting through the pain, the dark monstrosity grabbed four Woodknights, a bunch of Woodmen, and a few Woodscythers. Forcefully dragging them through the barriers, and damaging them slightly in the process, it pulled them close. 
 
    We watched, mouths agape, as it raised itself on its roots and shoved four Woodknights under its body, attaching the Woodmen and Woodscythers to its sides in two braided pillars. Finally assembled, it turned its quite unhappy eye at us. 
 
    “Fucking perfect.” I snorted. “The only thing lacking was of course a Tree Gundam.” 
 
    Things were about to get hella hectic. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31
The Bigger They Are the Harder They Fall 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stared at the towering amalgamation of all the enemies we had faced in the Dungeon during our previous delves, plus the big bad, of course. The Seed had comfortably surrounded itself with its minions and created something neither of us would have ever expected to see, no matter how much fantasy I had consumed in my life. 
 
    I took a quick glance around, to check if we were still alone, or if some other monsters had made it through the multi-layered barriers laid down by the sea of Pixies. Fortunately, the answer was no. It was still one-on-one. Well, maybe actually two-on-however-the-fuck-many-there-were-around-that-thing. 
 
    Aisha gripped her greataxe tighter and stepped closer to me. “Any bright ideas or are we doing this the good, old-fashioned way?” 
 
    “Save your Berserk for now.” Our eyes met briefly and she nodded. “I think our best bet is to get rid of its legs and then aim for the hollow with the eye. We are kind of fucked without a ranged attacker due to its size.” 
 
    “Granted, it won’t just pull in more Woodknights to replace them,” she replied. 
 
    “Then we need to be fast. Come on, it’s time to move. Let’s split up and talk mentally if necessary.” I eyed the hulking monstrosity awkwardly waddling our way. 
 
    “Be careful,” Aisha threw at me before running to the other flank and I smiled. 
 
    I had no intentions of being anything but that. As she had said earlier, I had way too much to lose now. We were going to chop this wannabe Ent down, get back to our small love nest, get all the juicy rewards, and finally go on a proper date in the outside world. I had wanted to take Aisha out for days now, so this assignment better dropped us a good bundle of Time Off or I was going to file a complaint. 
 
    The Seed hesitated for a moment, indecisive about who to focus on first, and I saw its acidic green eye shift back and forth between the two of us. In the end, it might have judged me an easier target to squash quickly and continued to waddle my way. 
 
    Naturally, that didn’t mean it completely ignored my drakan partner. It swung one of its convoluted arms out as she was starting to circle it and sharp roots shot out of its fingers, which technically were either Woodmen or Woodscythers. I didn’t get to observe its attack for long, as the same strike was aimed at me, too, and I had to dodge. 
 
    After sidestepping away from the initial point of impact, I had to continue my evasive dance for several more steps, as wooden tendrils bore into the ground where I had been standing just a moment earlier, following me relentlessly. 
 
    For some reason, after getting attached to the Seed, the bodies of the tree monsters had gained some cool new abilities, like the one which had almost gotten me just now. I just hoped there weren’t that many new tricks in its arsenal as I swung down my handaxe at the last sturdy tentacle. 
 
    My blade sank only halfway through it, confirming that they were quite durable. Thankfully, the saline solution still seemed to work, as all of the tendrils in this bundle began writhing in pain as I drew my weapon back. They quickly retracted and I followed them with my eyes. 
 
    My little chop didn’t have much effect on the giant tree mech but I’d had no real expectations that it would from the start. I was able to see that Aisha had managed to outmaneuver the tentacles that had been fired at her, even cutting a bunch of them off with her impressive greataxe. 
 
    Still, there was hardly any damage done to the enemy.  
 
    We shared a mental ping and rushed forward together from opposite sides. It seemed like it could split its attention between us, but not perfectly. Perhaps it could sense lifeforce or tremors, just like its minions, but I had a feeling that the big eye wasn’t just for show and the attack it launched at me was clearly better coordinated than the blind poke it sent Aisha’s way with its other arm, from behind its back. 
 
    With a grunt, I dodged the rain of tough, viny spikes while still running forward. One of them hit my hand, and knocked my weapon out of my grip. I cursed under my breath but pressed on.  
 
    Soon after I’d jumped beyond the small forest created by the wooden tentacles, my axe flew back to the ring attached to my belt like an obedient, self-navigating boomerang and I smiled. I kind of felt like Thor, but with a slightly more intelligent Mjolnir. The difference was, I could have more than one. 
 
    But, one was all I could use at the moment and had to be enough.  
 
    Seeing the extended tendrils retracting above my head, I sprinted to cover the remaining distance before another shower of spikes rained down on me, reaching the front left Woodknight which was serving as the Seed’s leg. 
 
    Fortunately, it had to use its bulky arms to hold onto its god from below, so it could only glare at me with its nonexistent eyes and head. It still had its own legs to defend itself, though.  
 
    I stepped out of the way of its brutal kick and pulled out a vial of acid as I dodged. It could only watch as I lobbed the vial at its chest and the corrosive liquid immediately began eating through its black armor. 
 
    Aisha swiftly danced between the two Woodknights serving as rear legs to reach my position. I extended my arm to the side, and she grabbed it without stopping. Using me to change directions while retaining her momentum, she leaped into the air with her axe held overhead. A mighty shout escaped her lips as she slammed her blade into the still sizzling wound. 
 
    Unfortunately, the acid hadn’t melted all the way through the armor yet, and she didn’t reach the body. Instead, her weapon got stuck in the hard surface. She leveraged her foot on the Woodknight’s chest and tore her axe free from it, landing next to me. 
 
    I could feel her intention to follow up with another strike, but there was no time. 
 
    “Inside!” was all I could yell before putting a hand on her lower back and giving her a shove. 
 
    Aisha rolled forward while I jumped away to avoid the incoming arm of merged monsters. She landed safely under the feet of the wounded Woodknight, but I got smacked in the face by the tough vines, though I did manage to cover most of my head by crossing my arms in time. 
 
    The hit sent me tumbling backward with a groan. The very moment my body stopped rolling, I threw myself back into the same motion as the Seed decided to start spinning around with its arms and tendrils extended to the ground, whipping with them everywhere in its close vicinity. A small tornado of dust rose from the ground near it as I kept rolling away, getting spanked occasionally by a lucky vine. 
 
    Finally getting out of its range, I watched how the four Woodknights stomped violently while walking in a circle to provide the rotations needed for the Seed’s attack. I spotted Aisha between them, dodging and rolling around to avoid getting squashed.  
 
    The wild spinning soon slowed and then stopped. We locked gazes and she smirked, looking much better off than I did. I had felt a little bad for shoving her in at first, but it was the correct decision in the long run, considering her boosted stats and martial prowess. 
 
    We didn’t get to stare at each other for long, though, as I noticed the Seed raising both of its makeshift arms with the clear intention of slamming them down together and crushing me like an annoying little bug. 
 
    I quickly lowered myself to jump aside and experienced a faint but sharp pain in my right leg. A brief glance at it revealed that one of the sharp tendrils had sliced into my thigh. It was certainly not a critical injury, but would impair my mobility by a fair amount. 
 
    Trying to ignore the stinging sensation, I broke into a run to avoid the descending, viny death. Thankfully, it didn’t come instantly as the Seed’s movements were relatively slow, due to its massive frame. Plus, I bet the makeshift conjunction of Woodmen and Woodscythers which served as its appendages required some coordination and seemed to need a proper windup to do anything. 
 
    With the wide shadow under my feet darkening at a quick pace, I could feel the massive wooden fists looming over me without having to look up. I chose not to glance that way, focusing all my efforts on getting out of the splash zone as quickly as possible. 
 
    Suddenly, out of nowhere, some weird energy filled my body. Warmth spread through my muscles and the annoying pain in my leg disappeared. Rejuvenated almost back to full strength, I leaped forward, covering the remaining distance separating me from salvation.  
 
    The ground shook a second later as the Seed’s arms slammed into the floor of the cavern just behind me. I rolled with the shockwave, hastily tumbling over my shoulder and back up into a crouch. A greenish tint covered my skin for a moment longer and dissipated into faint smoke, disappearing completely. 
 
    I glanced up at the swarm of spherical lights hanging under the ceiling and smiled. I had no doubt that one or more of the Pixies had assisted me with their magic. I realized how difficult this would be without their support. Sending up a silent thank you to our allies, I refocused on the battle. 
 
    Aisha would have never missed such an opportunity that the Seed’s attack provided, and she was already sprinting up the Seed’s thick arms towards the ancient tree. 
 
    “Get ‘em, girl! You’ve got this!” I shouted after her, infusing my words with mana to trigger Encourage. 
 
    With a ferocious roar, she crossed the half-point of the long limb and prepared herself to jump at the eye. But, unfortunately, it wasn’t going to be that easy and the Seed frantically pulled its arms back and up, throwing her slightly off-balance at the very last moment. I could feel Aisha’s frustration through our bond, but she did not give up. 
 
    She launched herself off the Seed’s arm with her target remaining the same—its spooky eye. The tremors had fucked up her calculations a bit and I could tell that she wouldn’t make it. Her blade sank into the bark just next to the big hollow with a soft thud and Aisha hastily began sliding down its trunk, which proved to be a great decision. 
 
    Its two huge arms slammed around the main body of the Seed, like it was attempting to hug itself. Easily avoiding this rough display of affection, the resulting impact helped Aisha’s blade slice its way down the Seed’s trunk even faster, and she was soon back safe on the ground. 
 
    I had been running while watching this spectacle unfold, joining her soon after her boots were back on the cavern floor. After taking a quick glance at her body to assess the damage, she gave me a brusque nod, letting me know that everything was okay. I could see that she was pissed at herself, though, for wasting a prime opportunity to poke the Seed where it hurt. 
 
    So, I decided to quickly give her another chance and lunged forward towards the injured Woodknight at the Seed’s front leg. Aisha picked up my intentions through our connection and ran after me before the big evil tree could try anything funny again. 
 
    Rolling to the side to avoid the monster’s stomping kick, I landed on and remained on all fours. Aisha used my back as a springboard to launch herself at the enemy with a barbaric howl, which I recognized as her Piercing Roar. 
 
    All four Woodknights froze for a fraction of a second and she had a sure shot at the wounded one without any interruptions. The blade of her axe bit deeply into its inner woodflesh through the hole eaten by the acid we had previously used. 
 
    Kicking herself back off its chest, she made a flip and sent a single, violent, crimson arc of Sunder into the wound, not leaving anything to chance. She landed at my side, helped me up, and we ran away as the Seed’s amalgamation became a little unstable as one of its living legs shriveled up. 
 
    Unfortunately, even though the Seed did look a tad inconvenienced by our blow, the remaining Woodknights quickly shifted around before it fell over. I clicked my tongue watching it awkwardly regain its balance, using only three big guys as its legs, which technically meant it had six lower limbs, in total. 
 
    I noticed another glimmer around my body and an orange aura covered both of us for a second or two before dissipating again. The scratches and minor injuries I had gained since the last one didn’t disappear, but I could feel myself getting a bit more energetic and less fatigued. 
 
    “They are really going out of their way to help us,” Aisha said, a tinge of wonder in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah. We better not disappoint them. I don’t know that much about Pixies, but I bet upholding those barriers and aiding us at the same time is exhausting.” 
 
    “No doubt. Expending this much of their spiritual energy could kill them.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to end this fast. I don’t want any of them to sacrifice themselves less than a day after we saved them,” I said with a serious tone. 
 
    “Agreed. Where’s your weapon?” Aisha inquired. 
 
    I extended my right arm to the side and opened my palm. A pleasant hum reached our ears as something cut through the air and my handaxe landed in my hand with a soft thunk. A wide grin curved my lips and Aisha raised her brow at me. 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” I chuckled and shook my head. “Now, I have an idea, but it’s a crazy one, and we’ll need to bait it into using its arms to slam them down again, or do something similar to keep them busy for a moment.” 
 
    “Got it. Let’s run at it together, then.” Aisha nodded. 
 
    “Wait for my signal afterward,” I instructed her and we leaped forward at the same time. 
 
    The Seed had just recently gotten comfortable on its reduced number of appendages, turning its ominous eye right at us. We bounded toward it, shoulder to shoulder, carefully watching its movements to judge what it might do next. 
 
    With a twist of its arm, it sent more spikes at us. That wasn’t what we really wanted from it, so we jumped apart to avoid the attack. With two targets, and only one limb attacking, it couldn’t follow both of us with a barrage of tendrils as far as earlier, and we got out of danger easily. 
 
    We landed a few hits on the wooden tentacles before they retracted just to ensure it stayed annoyed with us. Then, I immediately ran forward while Aisha started sending Sunders into the Woodknights, knocking them back a little. They were forced to take a few steps backwards to keep their boss stable. 
 
    The giant eye gazed at her for a brief moment, and I worried that it would again do something useless for my plan, but it then snapped its attention back to me with a renewed fury. I smiled to myself as it chose me as the target to vent its anger on and hoped for the best. 
 
    It swung one of its arms to bring it back and I saw two Woodscythers detach from the appendage, flying right at Aisha. I did not look back, having complete faith in my companion to handle the two weaklings by herself. The Seed clearly wanted to keep her busy, so that she wouldn’t be able to save my ass from what it was going to do to me. 
 
    But, it wasn’t going to be my ass that would need saving. 
 
    I thanked my lucky stars after seeing it raise both bulky arms into the air yet again. Waiting just a short moment, to make sure that it would do what I needed it to, I bolted away towards Aisha the second its interlocked limbs reached the highest point and began descending, a bit faster than the last time. 
 
    Sparing it only a glance, I noticed that it had gotten smarter and set its arms much wider than before.  
 
    A smirk made its way onto my lips. I wasn’t going to run sideways this time to dodge it, like earlier. My legs carried me straight away from the giant Tree Gundam. 
 
    “Now!” Aisha shouted at me from up ahead, having just finished cutting her second foe into two. 
 
    The Seed’s arms slammed into the ground, and—thanks to her warning—I braced myself for the tremor. She sprinted my way immediately, and I continued my run uninterrupted. 
 
    “Launch me!” I ordered with my Command and she knew exactly what to do. 
 
    Aisha triggered her Berserk and firmly gripped her greataxe. Getting close enough, I jumped into the air, leaning a bit to the rear. She rotated her weapon in her palm to set its flat side towards me and I landed with my feet on the big blade just as she came to a stop, firmly setting her feet on the ground. 
 
    I lowered myself to a crouch and grabbed the edge of the blade for some stability. Before I could feel the gravity pulling me down, though, Aisha released an earth-shattering roar and swung her weapon like a baseball bat with everything she had in store. 
 
    Sent hurtling through the air, I twisted my body around to face the Seed, which was slowly picking up its arms from the ground. The eye locked onto me, but it was too late for it to react. I drove my hands into the pouches at my belt. Grabbing a handful of vials in each, I extended my arms to the sides. 
 
    “Hoooooooooooooommeeeeeeee ruuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuun!” 
 
    Getting close enough to ensure I couldn’t miss, I chucked seven colorful tinctures right into the hollow where the eye was hiding before I slammed into its bark with a pained grunt. The air was knocked from my lungs when my chest crashed into the bottom edge of the hole, but my arms grabbed onto it. 
 
    Not even a full second passed before a violent explosion took place right in front of me and the shockwave sent me flying back the way I had come. I had thrown into the opening much wilder shit than just some saline solution and weak-ass acid.  
 
    A heavy groan escaped my lips, and I squeezed my eyes closed to avoid getting any splinters or weird liquids in them. My body arced towards the ground as an insistent ringing filled my ears. 
 
    I grunted again when something suddenly stopped me, but it wasn’t the ground. Opening my eyes, I stared up at Aisha, who held me in her strong arms. A frightening expression twisted her beautiful features, her face full of rage, as quiet growls reverberated in her throat. She was clearly fighting against her Berserk not to hurt me. 
 
    My hand shot to her horn and her slitted eyes narrowed dangerously. I quickly pulled on it, bringing her lips to mine as gently as I could under the current circumstances. Her expression softened a bit and her eyes regained some clarity. 
 
    I soon pulled away, since we didn’t exactly have time to play around. 
 
    “Go all out. I will fill you up to the brim afterward.” I smiled at her. 
 
    A wide, feral grin stretched across her face as she flashed me her sharp canines in the process, and the next moment, I was unceremoniously thrown into the air. Flailing my arms wildly, I somehow managed to land on all fours and whipped my head around to see the drakan Berserker charge after her prey. 
 
    The big tree had fallen onto its back and the minions making up all the limbs unscrambled, perhaps having their connection to their boss disturbed by the huge amounts of pain the Seed was experiencing. A steady column of grayish smoke rose from the hollow which housed its eye. 
 
    As I was watching Aisha attentively and trying to figure out what she would do, the edge of her axe began shimmering with scarlet energy. I assumed she was going to send Sunders into the hole after getting close enough, but I was mistaken. 
 
    She reaffirmed her grip on her weapon and swung it to the left. That action threw her into a spinning motion just like her Whirlwind provided and her quickly rotating figure leaned forward at a sharp angle. 
 
    I watched in confusion and awe as she crashed into the downed tree and began tearing through its spooky bark like a fucking Beyblade. A mesmerizing, crimson glow painted the edge of her spins and followed her in an afterimage. Bigger wooden chunks and smaller splinters exploded to the sides as she carved her way forward, uncovering the Seed’s acidic green inner body. 
 
    She reached the top end and gradually came to a halt. Segments of the Seed’s true flesh had suffered some cuts and bruises, but it didn’t feel lethal yet. It certainly hurt, though, as Aisha’s blade was obviously coated with our special salt soup. 
 
    Fully stopping, she shot me a glance and smirked, panting heavily. I quickly picked up on her intentions, and jogged over, summoning my trusty handaxe to my hand once more. We met right above the bootleg eye of Sauron, standing on its ugly woodflesh. 
 
    Exchanging a nod of understanding, we sank our weapons into it at the same time. If the monster could screech in pain, it would certainly have done so as we continued to chop the fucker right in the pupil repeatedly. Its body twitched and spasmed under our feet. 
 
    After about four minutes of hard labor, everything came to a standstill. We paused our chopping and looked around. The Woodmen, Woodcatchers, Woodknights, and Woodscythers caught behind the barrier had all fallen to the ground, none of them showing the faintest sign of life. 
 
    The Seed was dead. 
 
    Immediately, the adrenaline bled out of my system, and I stumbled back. Aisha was there to support me with her body, dropping her axe into the slurry of greenish blood and pulpy flesh under us. She chuckled softly as she pushed herself under my armpit, holding me up. 
 
    “Take a rest, partner. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    I smiled wryly and glanced over at her face. No signs of dangerous thoughts could be spotted on Aisha’s dazzling visage, so I assumed that her Berserk was no more. She gave me a gentle smile, too, and brushed some woodflesh off my cheek. 
 
    “Thanks. You were the one who handled most of it, though. Couldn’t have done this without you. Or our temporary allies.” I directed my gaze to the ceiling, and she followed it. 
 
    The Pixies broke their formation and began descending towards us as the barriers gradually faded out. Rose appeared before us and buzzed happily. She immediately pushed herself into my minor wounds, starting to heal them.  
 
    I was just glad that she had stayed away from the big fight, knowing well where her strengths lay, instead of unnecessarily trying to be useful where she would have had a difficult time doing things. 
 
    An unending stream of flashing orbs surrounded us and began lazily circling our position. We stared at the colorful spectacle which seemed to calm our chaotic minds and bodies in the process. I felt like I sat in the middle of a beautiful, enchanting carousel. 
 
    Moving my eyes to Aisha again, I found a charming smile on her lips. She met my gaze and it got even more dazzling. I couldn’t stop myself from placing a hand on her cheek and we each leaned in, joining our lips in a slow, loving kiss. 
 
    Then, our wrists buzzed like hell, spooking us both. 
 
    We chuckled and stared at them in amusement. The vibrations wouldn’t stop for what seemed like ages. It seemed we’d have a lot of reading to do, when we finished enjoying the moment in this lovely atmosphere. 
 
    Ignoring the violent tugging of our watches, we shared another tender kiss inside the rainbowy glow. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 32
Well-Earned Promotion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A light chuckle escaped my lips as I pulled back from the kiss we shared. 
 
    “Alright, guys, it’s time to stop. I’m getting dizzy.” 
 
    My fierce partner joined me with a quiet laugh of her own, and we watched the Pixies gradually slow down. As beautiful as the flashing carousel was, I could only bear so much of it, and I was starting to approach my limits. I’d prefer not to suffer from a head-splitting migraine a day after our big victory. 
 
    The rainbowy cloud came to a stop and tens, if not hundreds, of flashing orbs bobbed slowly in the air around us. Rose finished taking care of our minor cuts and bruises and floated back up between us. We each took a deep breath, and glanced down at the mutilated body of the Seed. Its inner woodflesh had lost much of its acidic glow, but still shone faintly in the dark cavern. 
 
    “So, here’s that. Another assignment completed,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “And in record time, at that,” Aisha added. “I’m not sure if this will count as a Perfect Clear, but I’m sure the rewards must really be something, with how long our watches were vibrating.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve seen all the monsters collapse, so I assume they are done. The Seed was clearly in control of the husks with the Sprouts planted inside them. This place should be safe now, but I’d like to confirm it first.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll need to take another tour.” Aisha sighed softly and stretched, cracking her neck. 
 
    Rose buzzed between us, and then zoomed away to stop in front of the wall of Pixies. She made some loops, bobs, wiggles, and whatever else a glowing orb unaffected by gravity could do. After a moment, a swaying wave passed through the other small entities and they all surged out of the chamber through the main entrance in one mass. 
 
    With the Pixies gone, Rose floated back over to us, and I could tell she was proud. 
 
    “What did you do, girl?” I asked while deploying some pats to the cute orb. 
 
    She received a few light taps and ran away, stopping next to the Seed’s body. Making a few circles around it, she rushed to the edge of the cavern and made a big one above the pile of Woodmen and other subtypes. Then, she did a few bobs towards the big exit, before joining us back in the middle. 
 
    “Charades again, huh?” my drakan mate mused. “Hmmm… Did you ask them to look around the Dungeon for any other enemies?” 
 
    Almost instantaneously, cheerful loops answered Aisha’s first guess and we both laughed. She’d hit the nail on the head. 
 
    “Damn, thanks for the help, Rose. This will save us a lot of time.” The Berserker stroked our round friend a little. 
 
    “Honestly, we owe this win to her and the other Pixies.” I added my own caresses to the mix, and we showered our friend with praise and attention. “This fight was hard enough with just the Seed to worry about. It wasn’t exactly weak. If we’d had to fight it while defending against its army, that would have been next to impossible. The barriers were godsend.” 
 
    Aisha nodded sagely. “I agree. I’m sure you’d have had us culling its puppets for days before we launched an assault. That would have taken a long time, and certainly wouldn’t guarantee our safety, like our allies just did. It surely couldn’t grow new warriors at a moment’s notice, but who knows how many of them still hid in the mud.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was certainly worth helping them, even if we kind of triggered a premature assault during what was supposed to be a reconnaissance in force.” I chuckled. “But, things hardly ever go according to plan, as much as I hate it.” 
 
    “You are a great quick thinker,” she hummed at me sweetly. “I know we can always count on your sharp wits, even if our prepared strategies are rendered useless.” 
 
    “I’m trying my best. Having such a reliable warrior by my side helps a lot.” I smiled back at her as we gazed at each other. “Now, I think we should head home and read through all the notifications. This place still gives me creeps. Let’s just grab my lost handaxe on the way back and come here after refreshing ourselves up a little. I’m sure the big guy’s corpse is worth at least something.” 
 
    Before we left the Seed’s chamber, I looked around, my eyes drawn to the deep crevice left behind where its massive trunk ripped itself off the wall. I noted its existence and reminded myself to be sure to check on it later. It didn’t look like anything special, but you could say that my gamer senses were tingling. 
 
    Quite a few dead and slowly withering wooden corpses littered our path, but we didn’t stumble across any living thing. Colorful orbs zoomed above our heads, moving in every direction, as they conducted a thorough reconnaissance of their reclaimed home. I bet they knew where to find us if they saw something concerning, so we didn’t interrupt them. 
 
    Reaching the former prison chamber where we’d had a very close encounter earlier, we took a quick peek inside and I used the force to call for my old, unbound weapon. There was nothing else to look for there, so we were on our way as soon as I’d retrieved my old axe.  
 
    My new handaxe flew out of its holder, floating by my left hip while I slipped my original axe in its place. It felt kind of cool, seeing it hover at my side as if attached by a strong magnet. I bet I could fit something bigger on my back in the future. I should start thinking about creating a more intimidating image. Currently, I looked like a wet-behind-the-ears newbie in starting gear. 
 
    We entered our apartment without any jump scares or signs of nefarious activity. I was pretty sure a completion notification awaited us, but even so, I didn’t yet feel too trusting. It was only my second Dungeon. 
 
    “Home, sweet home,” Aisha purred as she set her greataxe against the wall and stretched, starting to pull her armor off. 
 
    I quickly gave her a hand with some of the more difficult buckles, and she reciprocated the favor. She slumped on the bed while I went to the kitchen and grabbed us some cold drinks. We clinked our cans of refreshing soda together and took a few pleasant sips, glancing out the sliding door. It was mid-to-late afternoon, and the balcony basked in the slowly setting sun. 
 
    “So. It’s time?” Aisha asked with an expectant smile. 
 
    “Let’s take a look.” I smiled back and brought my watch up between us, triggering the illusion display. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have managed to bring down the Seed of Doom and end its tyranny over the Pixies of the Shadern, gathering enough experience to strengthen yourself. 
 
    Lucas King: Level 8 -> Level 9 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 7 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Nice. I leveled up too.” Aisha checked her own wrist, displaying her side of the notifications. “Oh. And I got a new skill.” 
 
    “Great. What is it?” 
 
    I leaned close to my companion, studying her transparent display. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Your prowess in battle has earned you a new ability. 
 
    New Class-Related Skill Learned: Impairing Blast (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Sounds a bit too mysterious to guess, although it certainly is some kind of a debuff,” I commented. 
 
    “Let me bring up the description before we move on.” She quickly navigated through her menus and did as she’d said. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Impairing Blast (F) 
 
    By condensing mana in the head of your weapon, you can make your next blow discharge the spiritual energy into the targeted surface, which will in turn become brittle and susceptible to breaking. No material will remain solid, if enough blows are dealt. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Fury 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Useful. I guess it’s thanks to how you shredded the Seed’s bark at the end. It will certainly be of use against heavily armored enemies which could give your blade some trouble.” I stroked my chin while contemplating the new ability. 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure it packs a punch too. Mana discharge is no joke. But, we’ll need to test it first. You did say that this path is slightly less magical. Alright, next?” 
 
    As she turned to me, I refocused on my own screen. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have successfully freed all the captive Pixies living in the Shadern, bringing peace to their caverns. Completion of Bonus Objective 01 has been confirmed. Additional rewards will be distributed alongside the basic completion payout. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have carried out all assigned tasks and successfully conquered the Beginner Dungeon 01! 
 
    Your performance is being calculated. Due to the number of additional variables, the processing time might be longer than usual. 
 
    Time left before rewards are announced: 01:34:12 
 
    The connection to this Dungeon will be severed in: 47:34:12 
 
    Use that time to finish all your business inside the current Dungeon and rest before your next assignment! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Shit. I completely forgot we have to wait for J to do their job. Heh.” I smirked at the little word coincidence, earning myself a raised brow from Aisha. “Nothing. Just my brain being stupid.” 
 
    She chuckled softly. “That’s rare. Usually, it’s pretty smart. But yes, way to ruin the hype. I admit I got all excited, thinking we were just minutes from finding out what we received for an award. I’m sure it will be worth it, though. Two hours of processing is no joke. I bet it’s because of the bonus objective.” 
 
    “Yeah. Anything more on your end, or just the same as mine?” 
 
    Aisha quickly scrolled past the mirrored announcements. 
 
    “Oh. Oh, wow.” 
 
    “What is it?” I watched her face brighten a bit in mild surprise. 
 
    “I… have a new title…” 
 
    “Really? That’s amazing! I sure hope it’s a nice one. You deserve the best.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it, but I think I like it. It sounds much… stronger than Blood-Crazy.” 
 
    I hastily shuffled around to get a better look, leaning in to read the notification at my proud drakan’s side. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Your achievements and battle experience have earned you a new title! 
 
    Berserker -> Annihilation Berserker 
 
    It’s your first step on the path to becoming a legend amongst legends! Pulverize your enemies and crush any obstacles blocking your way ahead! A bright future awaits you! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Sounds fucking badass!” I exclaimed, my excitement perhaps even greater than the new title’s owner. “I’m pretty sure it’s one of the paths to Armageddon—the ultimate pinnacle of mass destruction. Considering what you’ve shown, it suits you perfectly. At least, in my eyes.” 
 
    We turned to grin at one another. I could tell that Aisha thought the same. She dismissed the prompt and placed a firm hand around the back of my neck, and I let her pull me into a passionate kiss filled with gratitude and appreciation.  
 
    “Thank you. This is much earlier than in my previous life. I can’t imagine how much stronger I will get if we continue at this pace,” she said after pulling back for some air. 
 
    I grinned at her. “Better buckle up because we ain’t slowing down. This bus has no brakes, and we have just started going downhill.” 
 
    Even if she didn’t fully understand my analogy, she clearly grasped the concept, leaving another peck on my lips. I chased her mouth afterward, nibbling on the two, delicious bumps as she drew back. An approving smirk painted her face when she had to pull her lower lip from between my teeth. It seemed my fierce male drakan impression earned at least a passing grade. 
 
    “What are we going to do in the meanwhile, then? Would you like to… waste some time… or…?” Aisha squinted at me with a playful look. 
 
    “If that’s what you’d like to do, I’m always up for lazing around with you,” I replied with a little waggle of my eyebrows. “But I think we could do some harvesting and treasure hunting. I know well that the longer we delay it, the harder it will be to actually get back into it after we go full chill mode. The choice is yours, partner.” 
 
    My beautiful companion scrunched her nose and twisted her pretty mouth around a bit while thinking it over. Eventually, she let out a quiet sigh. 
 
    “You are right. We should take advantage of all the buffs and such effects while they are still on. We are going to be drained, later.” She then stood and stretched alluringly, looking back over her shoulder at me. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Aisha extended a hand and helped me up. She pulled me up alongside herself with a chuckle as I slammed into her muscular body. Thankfully, the two magnificent cushions softened the impact and I ran my fingers along the underside of her thick tail to pay her back for this clear mischief. 
 
    Ending our brief teases, we prepared to go back into the Dungeon. A quick glance into the storage confirmed my assumptions. A bunch of homemade saline solution vials remained on the shelves and though I stopped for a full minute or so to watch, no more seemed to disappear in front of our eyes. Someone must have cracked the market already and put up a more competitive price. 
 
    But hey, we had gotten a boatload of cash before then, and we surely didn’t want to continue this troublesome venture while fighting off other traders. Maybe we would figure out something else in the future. If there had been one niche like this, there certainly were more just waiting to be discovered. Slow and steady wins the race. 
 
    We grabbed a bunch of bags and backpacks and left the confines of our lovely apartment behind. There wasn’t much to collect on the way to the main chamber. We had enough wood to last us a long time, and I didn’t feel it was necessary to clog up most of our storage with it. If it was worth something, then maybe, but it wasn’t. 
 
    I considered grabbing the crystals poking sporadically out of the walls, but decided to ignore them for now. If we didn’t find anything nice further into the Dungeon, we would pick some of them up on our way back. No need to make the bags unnecessarily heavy so early in the trip. 
 
    Rose led us confidently to our destination and we looked around the Seed’s throne room. Some Pixies casually floated around, now that the danger to their home had been dealt with. Aisha walked off to check out the smaller, adjacent caverns while I made a beeline for the huge crevice in the wall where the Seed had been half-buried. 
 
    And sure enough, my gamer instincts hadn’t been wrong. 
 
    I found a small space behind the opening and I had to cover my eyes for a brief moment as a brilliant radiance rendered me nearly blind. After a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the light, I realized that the shine came from a myriad of much larger crystals than those we had passed in the tunnels. I could tell that these were dripping with spiritual energy.  
 
    The Seed must have hoarded them here for its nourishment, or whatever, as a number of thin, empty trenches connected the crystals in what looked to have been some kind of network. I frowned before realizing what this was. The trenches were where the Seed’s roots most likely had been before. 
 
    What captured my attention the most, though, was a small pedestal-like wooden altar made from a naturally grown tree, like the trunk had reached only a few feet up before extending to the sides with claws of bark that wrapped themselves around something. That something was a perfectly rounded floating orb of dark emerald, about the size of a basketball, I would say. 
 
    I had a feeling that all the energy drained from the Pixies in the prison cages had been siphoned here. The crystal felt slightly ominous, so I held back my urge to touch it, waiting for Aisha to see it first. Perhaps she would know something more about it. I had a hunch or two, from the game, but nothing certain. 
 
    Soon, my lovely drakan partner reached the hidden compartment and joined me. 
 
    “Nothing interesting in the other roo—woah, this feels nice,” she switched topics mid-sentence after seeing the multi-hued glow of the large crystals. 
 
    “Look a bit lower,” I instructed her with a smirk. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes and then followed my suggestion. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “And what do you think it is?” I arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “A huge-ass chunk of pure crystalized mana? Nature element, most likely?” Aisha stared at the orb with a slightly amazed expression. “This is going to fetch one hell of a price.” 
 
    “Is it safe to move?” I asked. 
 
    “Best not to touch it directly. You don’t want to fry your Soul Band by accidentally absorbing some of the energy locked inside it. Throwing a cloth over it should be enough.” 
 
    “A bit risky, but fine. I better pray not to slip my finger onto its surface.” 
 
    Aisha chuckled softly. “Worst case scenario, I’ll make sure to properly wring you dry before you implode from mana overload.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her but couldn’t stop my mouth from tugging up at the corners. 
 
    We then began recovering the shining crystals first. There were quite a lot of them so we had to fill our bags to the brim four times in total, making numerous trips back and forth. But, we thought it would be worth it. I was sure they would be useful, or had a decent price. 
 
    Then, we carefully removed the emerald orb. I brought a large white sheet to wrap several times around the ball and we carried it home together. It wasn’t terribly bulky, but it did weigh quite a bit, and I didn’t want Aisha to struggle with it alone. 
 
    Just as we were setting the sheet-wrapped bundle down on the ground in our storage, the doorbell rang and spooked the hell out of us. Thankfully, the orb had been nearly to the ground, so it didn’t shatter or crack, simply thumping onto the floor, the layers of sheet enough to cushion it after a drop of only an inch or so.  
 
    Aisha went to check on who or what was at the door while I examined our treasure for any damage. Finding nothing amiss, I bundled it back up and went to see what she had found. Walking back into the living room, I found my draconic companion with a piece of paper in her hand. 
 
    “It’s a letter addressed to you. No sender,” she said, waving the envelope at me. 
 
    “You can open it, if you want,” I said. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know I trust you. We are in this together. What’s mine is yours.” 
 
    She smiled softly and motioned at me to sit with her on the bed. I turned to grab a dagger first, but heard a tearing noise and spun around to find a perfectly straight line across the top of the envelope. She had run it over the tip of her sharp horn in what must have been a well-practiced motion, slicing the letter open with unimaginable grace and precision. 
 
    Aisha held it towards me, and I pulled the neatly folded letter out of the thin envelope. She scurried closer and leaned over my shoulder to read it with me. 
 
      
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
    Hello again! 
 
    Yes, I know what I said about no contact, but you are just making it impossible, Lucas. You have no idea how hard it is to hold back and keep from talking to you about all your achievements. I hate and love you so much at the same time, I swear. 
 
    But anyway, it’s me, J, and I just finished calculating what you will get for your recent stunt. The rewards should be there in a few. You are in for a treat, I tell you. No more about that, though, I’m already risking a lot. 
 
    One thing I wanted to tell you about, was something that you must have clearly already wondered about as a human from Earth, with a quite non-human companion. I bet you can guess why I’m bringing this up right now ;) 
 
    So, how come you haven’t seen anything ‘weird’ or ‘fantastical’ in all your life before being recruited? Well, there are a few safety measures on Earth that keep the paranormal a secret, more or less, from the common people. For their own good, of course. And for the comfort of non-humans who live out there among them. 
 
    The first and most important safeguard is MirageLink, a net of satellites orbiting the entire Earth, packed with powerful artifacts tuned together to apply a light suggestion to the minds of the unaware. Courtesy of a very innovative investor and tech enthusiast with lots of money and visions of the future. 
 
    What it means is that those uninvolved will be less likely to notice things like unusual skin colors, textures, body shapes, structures, etc. For example, horns, tails, wings, and so on. Their brain will be encouraged to perceive such things as normal human elements and see them as such, or won’t notice them at all, unless more direct contact is made.  
 
    Thankfully, we are in the XXI century, and this is now much simpler to achieve with things like cosplay, roleplay, and such around. People often convince themselves that whatever they saw is part of a costume, making it much easier for the magic to assure them that they are right. 
 
    That’s not all, of course, but you can learn more on the web now that you have access to the paranormal side of it. Not every mind is weak enough to be susceptible to MirageLink, however, so there are organizations watching over specific communities. They often work with companies like ours to minimize the effects of a slip-up. 
 
    Anyway, I’m already starting to ramble, so I’ll end it here. Thanks for your hard work. You are making my coworkers so jealous with all the bonuses you rain on me, but I ain’t giving you away to no gold digger. Those thots care only about money. 
 
    I wish you luck, and hope we can speak more directly soon. You are on a good way there already. 
 
    Peace! 
 
    P.S. Burn this letter in the Eternal Purgatory just like the previous one. 
 
    P.P.S. Thank you. 
 
    ~ * * * ~ 
 
      
 
    “That person is going to get themselves fired, if they keep on doing this while knowing it is prohibited.” Aisha chuckled over my shoulder 
 
    “Yeah. Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that. I would miss them.” 
 
    Then, our wrists buzzed, and we knew that the rewards were here. We shared a grin, and I brought my holographic display up before us. Even Rose noticed the excitement and tension in the air, stopping to hover next to my face. Before we dove into the rewards, I passed the letter to Aisha, and she got rid of it the same way as last time. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Your clear rewards have been fully calculated and approved by your supervisor! 
 
    Thank you for your hard work, Lucas King! 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Your dedication to the cause and magnificent performance pleased the management greatly! You have been hereby promoted! 
 
    Position: Intern -> Junior Representative 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    Finishing the job netted you enough experience to raise your levels! 
 
    Lucas King: Level 9 -> Level 10 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 7 
 
    Aisha Erlivyre: Level 9 -> Level 10 
 
    Gained Attribute Points: 7 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe we got another double level-up. And congratulations. I’m not sure about the difference between those two positions but a promotion must be good, right?” Aisha smiled at me kindly. 
 
    “I too, technically, don’t know much about them in this company, but I’m now a somewhat verified employee, which is nice. But that also means they are most likely going to throw at us much harder tasks, since we have proven ourselves,” I replied with an appreciative nod. 
 
    “And we are going to breeze through whatever it is, like we always do.” We both chuckled after her comment. “But it doesn’t necessarily mean that all of our future Dungeons will be hard. There’s definitely plenty of smaller ones too. There are more Dungeons than Defenders in all the realms counted in.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s move on to the juicy part. I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Clear Reward: 700 D$ 
 
    Bonus Objective Reward: 1300 D$ 
 
    Perfect Clear Bonus: 350 D$ 
 
    Time Remaining Bonus: 120 D$ 
 
    Total Currency Earned: 2470 D$ 
 
    Current Account Balance: 12143 D$ 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Holy fuck we are rich, hahaha!” I shook my head. “Last time we got like seven hundred in total? This is three times that. Our little swindle earned us quite a haul, too, so the sum is almost breathtaking.” 
 
    “Truly, our Pixie friends keep bringing us gifts. This is really a lot of money. Naturally, it can be gone in a blink, but for someone who is just starting, it’s very inspiring.” Aisha hummed in satisfaction. “What about the non-monetary rewards?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. Don’t rush me.” I chuckled and scrolled down. 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ADDITIONAL REWARDS 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Residence Upgrade Permit x01 
 
    Subordinate Token x01 
 
    Dungeon Shop Discount Coupon -10% OFF x03 
 
    Dungeon Shop Discount Coupon -25% OFF x01 
 
    Lesser Recovery Potion x05 
 
    Lesser Mana Potion x05 
 
    Lesser Energy Potion x05 
 
    Set of Stylized Armor: Woodman Theme x01 
 
    Weapon Type Selection Box: Woodman Theme x01 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “It’s similar to what we got for a perfect clear of the Tutorial Dungeon, but slightly better,” I commented with an exasperated sigh. “But there is a thing or two that makes it worth it.” 
 
    “Subordinate Token, for sure. This one is big. Plus, we got a selection box for a weapon this time. It is still somewhat random, but we should be able to choose between magical, physical, and ranged types, if I’m not wrong. I can’t wait to do gacha again.” 
 
    My lips curled up at the memory of Aisha opening her first loot box. I wasn’t going to miss another opportunity to see her get so excited over such a little thing. 
 
    “We’ll finally be able to get more help. I think we should save those boxes for after we summon a new companion to see if we can pick something good for them.” 
 
    “Right. As long as I get to open them, I can wait.” She winked at me, and I knew she was into it as much as I’d thought. 
 
    “First, there’s one more section. I don’t think there was anything else the last time.” 
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    TIME OFF 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Clear Rewards: 1 hour 
 
    Bonus Objective Rewards: 3 hours 
 
    Currently Available Time Off: 4 hours 0 minutes 0 seconds 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I pumped my fist and we hit a strong high-five. 
 
    “Finally!” She laughed. “It was so worth it helping the Pixies. One hour feels like nothing but four is good enough.” 
 
    “I still think it’s nothing, but there’s no use complaining. It’s better than zero.” 
 
    “So, is that it, or are there more surprises?” Aisha glanced at me curiously. 
 
    “None. We are officially done with this Dungeon. Well, except for some more scavenging, perhaps, but only if you feel like it.” 
 
    My charming drakan mate sprang to her feet, extending a hand to me. 
 
    “For you, anything. All this excitement is making me buzz with energy. I’ll gladly spend all of it doing some more heavy labor.” 
 
    I accepted her hand and stood up slowly. “Well, we can do that, or…” 
 
    “Or?” Aisha raised a brow at me. 
 
    “The Seed’s corpse should stay there for quite a while, so… What do you say about… celebrating our success with a little outing first?” I asked, getting a little uneasy. 
 
    I knew she was literally my mate and lover, but it still wasn’t easy asking such an amazing woman out. I hadn’t been so giddy inside when inviting my ex-girlfriend anywhere, but something about Aisha just brought my anxiety to the fore. She just had that effect on me. 
 
    But, a dazzling, wide smile appeared on Aisha’s lips right after I had asked, washing away all of my fears and anxiety in an instant. 
 
    “Is that a date?” she hummed charmingly. 
 
    I stepped closer, wrapping my arms around her waist. “You know well it is, so don’t you dare fucking tease me,” I answered with a bright smile of my own. 
 
    Aisha chuckled softly and pecked my lips. “Let me grab a quick shower, then. My kind might be barbaric at their core, but I’m not going to accompany my mate all sweaty and sticky after being asked out so nicely.” 
 
    “Well, then. I think we share the same views on that.” I smirked. 
 
    We quickly jogged to the bathroom and jumped under the hot shower. No mischief, no teasing, we eagerly washed each other from head to toe. Aisha all but shivered with excitement at finally getting the chance to see more of my world. We didn’t waste our time, and I made sure her hair was perfectly cared for too. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 33
Towards a New Beginning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Drying off, we returned to the bedroom and dressed up. I wore fashionably faded jeans, a gray t-shirt with a military design which I liked a lot, and threw a thin beige jacket over it. It was still warm outside but we were slowly nearing the autumn season so you could never know. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what exactly Aisha had grabbed because all I could see were her denim shorts and one of the black hoodies she had ordered for herself in the past. A black cap rested on her head, with holes in its sides to fit her horns. It certainly wasn’t what you would usually find in any store. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked with a smile as we stood just in front of the door. 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As my hand moved to the knob, I realized that I didn’t know how to properly convey my intention to go out. But I thought about it really hard before turning the knob, hoping that would be enough. And sure enough, instead of a large cavern, we were greeted by the sight of the stairwell. 
 
    “Ladies first.” I bowed slightly, waving my arm towards the entrance. 
 
    She smirked at me and obliged. Just before I closed the door, Rose bolted outside and we both chuckled. We had almost forgotten about our little friend.  
 
    Aisha kept looking around as we moved down, admiring the modern architecture. Five minutes later, we reached the bottom floor, and I held the door for her again, letting my drakan mate out into my world for the first time. 
 
    A little gasp escaped her lips as she took in what she had previously only seen from above and afar, and perhaps on the Internet too. A few people traversed the sidewalk in either direction and cars zoomed ahead of us in the early evening sun. She didn’t know what to look at, clearly fascinated by all the little things. 
 
    I stood beside Aisha and took a deep breath. This was the first time I’d left my apartment in two weeks or more. Rose floated next to my head. I worried briefly about other people spotting her, but it seemed that no one could even see the pink orb. I chuckled as she whirled around the body of some lady walking past us. 
 
    “This is… quite something,” Aisha breathed with a wide smile. “Dwarven metropolises can’t hold a candle to this monument of… stone and steel?” 
 
    I chuckled a little. “Oh, boy. I can’t wait until you see the city center, then. This is just the suburbs, more or less.” 
 
    “I’ve seen those weird… carriages… a lot from your balcony. How do they move?” she asked a question I had fully anticipated. 
 
    “Those are called cars. They are mechanical devices, perhaps similar to dwarven artifacts or such. There’s an engine inside those weirdly shaped boxes, which makes the wheels turn as fast as the person steering them wants. Of course, proper fuel is required—an easily combustible liquid, in this case,” I explained automobiles as simply as I could. 
 
    “I see. Anyway, not to waste your precious time, what would you like to do? Visit some shops?” She shook her head to clear her thoughts a bit and glanced at me. 
 
    “Oh, no, no way. I’m taking you out to have fun together, not to go shopping. And I don’t care if we waste all of our time doing nothing. I can buy anything from my apartment, so I have no worries about it.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Although… I guess I know a few shops which could be okay for a date…” 
 
    Aisha stepped closer and linked her arm with mine. “I’ll gladly accompany you wherever. I’m sure I’ll have a blast venturing out in this new world, no matter what.” 
 
    “For sure. That doesn’t mean I should be a lazy boyfriend, though. I guess I should have planned something out before stepping beyond the doorstep but I got way too excited. Let’s just grab a ride, and see where we end up.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and ordered a car through an app. I didn’t have my own vehicle, unfortunately. My office wasn’t that far so I could just commute easily, and some work could still be done remotely. I marked the nearest big mall and some guy picked up the route in a flash. 
 
    Seven minutes later, our chauffeur arrived, and I held the door for Aisha before squeezing into the back of the vehicle with her. The ride was quiet, for the most part, with my lovely girlfriend turning her head in all directions, like a kid at the zoo or a tourist, and that quickly caught the attention of our driver. 
 
    I chuckled lightly after we made eye contact. “Her first time in a big city. Hardly ever left her father’s farm. You would not believe how enclosed some of their communities are. On TV, they only show all those super modern ones financed by the government or some bigshot.” 
 
    The guy cocked his head in understanding as he glanced at Aisha’s rather muscular figure. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, I get it. I had a few customers like that, although much younger. Moving in, or just visiting?” 
 
    “I moved in just recently.” The person in question joined the conversation, pressing herself into my side. “It’s our first proper date together.” 
 
    “Well then, I hope you guys have lots of fun because we are here. T’was a pleasure.” 
 
    He cleared his throat after seeing in the front mirror how Aisha’s ample peaks pressed into my arm as she pecked my cheek, visible even through the material of the hoodie, and I barely held in a snicker.  
 
    Such a tease. 
 
    We got out and I led my drakan mate and Pixie companion into the mall. 
 
    “Woah. This is the biggest enclosed market I’ve ever seen. So many shops.”  
 
    Aisha slowly turned around a few times before walking forward, roaming her gaze over all the glass fronts of the many shopping cubicles. Rose zoomed everywhere, even more excited than my partner. I caught up to my beautiful lady and took her hand in mine. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s find a clothing store you’ll like.” 
 
    “Clothing store? Why? I can buy clothes through your PC.” Aisha’s brow rose in mild confusion. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s way different doing it live even if it lacks half of the features of our improved online version.” 
 
    She nodded, still a little uncertain, and I only hoped that what I had learned from a few dates with my ex, trying to ensure she enjoyed our outings, would at least be somewhat useful. Aisha and my ex weren’t anything like the other, but I figured the odds that she would have fun doing some of the same stuff was decently high. 
 
    We strolled through the mall, gazing into different shops, but most of them displayed all those elaborate dresses or summer-autumn transition phase clothing that all the popular girls wore. I knew well that none of this interested my proud Berserker, but I remembered at least one store which might work. 
 
    And we finally reached the place after another fifteen minutes of walking. My anxiety disappeared the moment Aisha caught sight of the place. With a smile on my lips, I led us inside a shop with plenty of denim, leather, and other tanned hides. Many of the mannequins were dressed in a badass style, like bikers. 
 
    From then on, everything unfolded by itself. Aisha sauntered from section to section, touching and checking the texture of almost everything. I listened to the awed compliments she gave to many cool jackets and coats. The looks the clerks gave us were a little weird, but I only smiled at them wryly, hoping they would let us be. Given Aisha’s reactions, I was sure we would be leaving a bunch of money with them tonight. 
 
    Before we had left the apartment, I’d exchanged some Dungeon Dollars for my world’s currency. Not much, only like two hundred, but that was a whopping twenty grand in Earth money. I wasn't planning to splurge, but I didn't want to worry about prices either. For the first time in my life, I just wanted to have a good time taking my precious person out. 
 
    After like half an hour, we headed to the changing rooms, my arms filled with a bunch of stuff for Aisha to try on. She teasingly invited me into the veiled partition, but I politely declined, saying that I preferred to have her surprise me with a little fashion show. It wasn’t a lie, but I was mostly worried about getting kicked out if we got a bit too frisky in there. 
 
    Various pieces of clothing went through my hands and into the dressing room, until I heard a pleasant hum from behind the curtain. Aisha peeked her head around the edge and smiled at me. When I raised a brow at her, she pushed the material aside in one swoop and revealed her entire figure. 
 
    And man, I had no words. 
 
    She switched her denim shorts for a longer pair of jeans, but artfully cut and torn over her thighs just a little bit. I spotted tiny flashes of her toned legs through the slits. They weren’t overdone, for which I was glad, because I honestly hated clothes that had more holes than material. 
 
    As for her top, she had donned a short-sleeved murky white crop top that hugged her chest and shoulders tightly, leaving part of her toned stomach bare for all to see and admire. A skull logo of some most likely non-existent or even fake biker gang, decorated its surface with a catchy motto and some patterns. That would already be quite the look, but she wore a fitted black leather jacket over it, with a similar motif on the back, just without the text.  
 
    All in all, the smoking hot badass redhead with ferocious horns shot me a proud and fierce smirk. She relished seeing my stunned expression, I could feel it. I couldn’t think of anything more fitting for my drakan mate, except maybe for her armor, which was even more badass. 
 
    She discarded her black cap for some black sunglasses, and I picked out a pair too. We paid up, dropping several hundred in cash for the premium products, waltzing out of the store arm-in-arm like we owned the world. The wide smile wouldn’t leave Aisha’s lips for quite some time, getting wider whenever I stole a glance at her and muttered wow or damn under my breath. 
 
    Then, we just casually strolled through the rest of the mall, chatting about anything that caught her attention. I had lots of fun explaining every little thing to her and she soaked up the information like a sponge. 
 
    The next big stop, though not planned by me, was—just by chance—a metalworking shop that sold lots of bladed weapons, though mostly replicas from pop culture and anime. Aisha admired many of the designs, but critiqued even more of them and I couldn’t help but chuckle when she did so. I knew well how badly overblown some of them could be in fiction. She was disappointed that almost all the products seemed to be just toys, as she phrased it, meant only for decoration. 
 
    Thankfully, we had access to the real ones whenever we wanted. Although, I wondered if there were any supernatural shops anywhere around here. I hadn’t seen any obvious signs in the mall, and I was pretty sure that the whole MirageLink didn’t work on us. Perhaps I should research this topic in a bit more detail before our next outing. 
 
    So far, though, it was just like J had explained. No one seemed to pay attention to Aisha’s eyes, horns, or the big fucking tail constantly swaying behind her tender butt. I was glad, but also a tad disappointed, if I was being honest with myself. I wondered what kind of reaction random people would have to my badass companion being part Dragon. 
 
    With more than half of our time already gone, we decided to leave the mall and do something else. While I hastily scrolled through my phone to refresh my memory about any worthwhile points of interest in the area, Aisha linked her arm with mine and suggested a slow, pleasant walk back home. It was already dark, and I could tell she enjoyed the atmosphere created by the city at night. 
 
    So, we happily strolled onward, chatting, laughing, and sometimes sharing a quick kiss. It was certainly the best date I had ever been on. After my initial anxiety dissipated, only fun remained. I focused on my beautiful mate and she on me, and on the entire world around her, of course. 
 
    Past the half-way point, I brought us up to a crosswalk to switch over to the other side of the street. We waited for the green light while I explained how the entire system worked, both for cars and for pedestrians, and we walked across when the time was proper. 
 
    Then, as we stepped onto second lane, a loud horn blew from my right. Instantly, a shiver ran down my spine as my body was thrown into motion before my brain could take control of it and do something stupid, like stopping to look. I’d had the displeasure of experiencing a few close calls in the past, and was honestly a little paranoid already when it came to crossing the streets around here. 
 
    Pushing my heel hard off the ground, I threw both of us forward as we were close to the sidewalk already. Aisha was too shocked to resist, and I managed to pull her into my embrace.  
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t do any superhero shit—like spinning us around so that I fell first and cushioned her fall—so I did the best I could and shielded my companion’s head as we smashed into the hard ground. 
 
    I landed above Aisha with a grunt and sharp pang of pain as the back of her head slammed into my palm. Something whooshed behind me, the sound of the horn still blowing. I immediately whipped my head to the side right after I opened my eyes to catch that fucker’s license plate, an unexplained rage building in my core. 
 
    “Fucking basta—” 
 
    But then I froze in confusion, my mouth hanging open. The plate read BU5TER5, and even though it was a weird vanity plate, that wasn’t what had made me pause. On the back doors of the big white van was a giant logo that felt incredibly familiar.  
 
    A flashy red circle with a single diagonal line slashing across it was plastered over both doors. Instead of what should have been the figure of a slightly confused white ghost behind it, according to my brain at that moment, was the picture of a nasty pack of green Goblins. I had no doubt it was a rip-off of the well-known classic and that small alteration made my mind pause. I must have looked as confused as the original spectral mascot. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aisha’s concerned voice brought me back from my stupor and I hastily looked down. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, what about you? I shoved you forward like an ass.” 
 
    She chuckled sweetly, then stood up with my help. “It’s nothing. We’ve been through much worse. What was that? I thought you said it was our turn?” 
 
    I shook my head with a snarl. “It was but there are always fucking retards who think they can do anything they want. I’m going to gut that motherfucker if I ever get my hands on him.” 
 
    A soft smile curled her dazzling lips and Aisha pulled me in for a soft peck. 
 
    “Spoken like a true drakan. I’m very pleased to know how protective you are of your mates,” she purred at me lovingly. 
 
    I admit, I certainly got a little warm and proud seeing her expression and hearing her compliment me. Aisha planted a few more kisses on my mouth and I sighed as the emotions and adrenaline wore off. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s forget it, for now, and enjoy the rest of our night. I won’t let some fucker ruin it,” I said in a calmer tone. 
 
    “I agree,” Aisha replied, offering me her arm. 
 
    After I took one more glance back the way the van had driven off, we resumed our trip back home. I tried not to think about the near accident. Which wasn’t all that hard, with the badass drakan at my side doing her best to steal my attention. And the cheerfully floating pink orb that had healed our slight bruises. 
 
    As we passed various buildings, apartments, stores, and such, I mostly ignored them, focusing on the beauty beside me. But the moment my gaze was drawn to a simple restaurant for just a fraction of a second, it did not escape Aisha’s attention and she slowed us down. 
 
    “Are you hungry? We still have a bit under an hour, right? We could eat out as an end of our little date,” she suggested. 
 
    “Sure, but… I’d rather not go into this place,” I replied with a wry smile. 
 
    “Why? Is the food bad there?” 
 
    “No, it’s quite good. I’ve been there quite often in the past. It’s just…” I rubbed my neck a bit. “My ex works there…” 
 
    I swear, her crimson irises sparkled at that moment, and a wide grin curled the corners of Aisha’s lips. Before I could react, she’d made a beeline into the restaurant. 
 
    “Ah, shit… Here we go again…” I shook my head with a stifled chuckle and quickly followed my current girlfriend. 
 
    The quiet bell announced my entrance and I looked around the spacious diner. The interior was kept in the dark mahogany style, with crimson cushions, matching wallpaper, and art deco accents. A few tables were taken by the regulars and I recognized a group or two. 
 
    But, my eyes immediately locked onto the person I knew the best and I found Aisha sitting alone in a corner booth with the menu card open before her. This restaurant only had two waitresses, but as if by some damn mischievous trick of fate, it was—of course—my ex who had walked up to the table to take her order. 
 
    “Gods, help me…” I sighed heavily, preparing myself mentally for what was to come, before walking forward to join the two women. “There you are,” I calmly announced my arrival. 
 
    Both women glanced at me, and while a tiny smirk curved Aisha’s lips, the other girl frowned. 
 
    “Can’t you see that I’m work—” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” My mate interrupted my slightly annoyed ex, clearly on purpose. “The smell was just too good. I didn’t even notice you were still checking your phone. Can we eat here?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess. This place does have great cooks.” I shrugged and squeezed myself onto the bench opposite Aisha. 
 
    “Brilliant.” My mischievous girlfriend hummed happily, leaning over the table to peck my cheek. “I love you so much.” 
 
    I chuckled quietly and snuck a slightly awkward glance at my ex. Her brows had risen a bit and I had to admit it made me feel… funny. But before she assumed this was some weird idea of mine to get back at her, I spoke up. 
 
    “What would you like to get? I saw the miss here already accompanying you for a bit and I’m sure she’s busy tending to the other customers too.” I tried to play the uneasy victim role, which wasn’t that far off from the truth, hoping to possibly spare the woman some embarrassment. 
 
    “Hmmm… I need a moment longer to think. Can we get our drinks in the meantime?” Aisha asked in a perfectly casual tone. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” my ex answered, her gaze roaming over my mate briefly before she walked away, so I guessed that Aisha had already ordered something to drink. 
 
    I thought we would talk about this entire thing but the sly woman in front of me just smiled beautifully at me, waiting in silence until our waitress came back with two glasses of Sprite. Not the worst, not the best. 
 
    “Did you make a decision?” my ex asked in a professional tone, but I could see her glancing at Aisha from above her notepad. 
 
    “I’m not sure… There are plenty of nice-sounding options…” My companion faked indecision. 
 
    “I can recommend In-N-Out Animal Style. It’s fries with tiny flecks of meat and covered in a sauce of your choosing,” I suggested, to move this along, taking a sip to moisten my dry throat. 
 
    “No, thanks. We had plenty of that earlier. I can still feel your sauce inside.” 
 
    I barely held myself back from spitting out my drink, and started choking on the bubbly soda instead, coughing like I was drowning. Quickly waving my hand at Aisha that I was okay after a flicker of worry surfaced on her face, I shot a quick side-glance at my ex. 
 
    “Cough… Aisha, please.” 
 
    “What? You never minded my jokes. You said you like them.” My lover raised her brows in defense. “Besides, it’s certainly not like Miss Waitress here is completely oblivious to the matter, is she? Surely she, too, has a great boyfriend who fucks her senseless so well that the bed cracks a little more each time. And if she doesn’t, we can always have you show her what a real man is. You are more than capable of handling two.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I cut her off before she went further, but it didn’t exactly work. 
 
    “Come on, she isn’t that bad. She looks and seems nice. Not exactly worth adding to your harem, but a quickie should be fine. You’d be doing her a service, I promise. Any girl who hasn’t experienced your magnificent co—” 
 
    “Two sets of the mentioned In-N-Out Animal Style,” I interrupted Aisha, blurting the words out in one long, almost indiscernible string of syllables, turning to look intently at our waitress. “Please,” I added, after our eyes met. 
 
    “Y-Yeah…” she replied hesitantly with her eyes as wide as they could get, and she scurried away. 
 
    I brought my gaze back to Aisha, leveling a finger at her. 
 
    “You. Are. Evil.” 
 
    My tease of a girlfriend chuckled softly and gave me a wicked grin. “Trust me, I can smell jealousy a mile away. Comes from years spent amongst thirsty drakan women. Watch now.” 
 
    I almost regretted my choice, because they always had those ingredients ready and the time to prepare the dish was short as hell. My ex was, all-too-soon, making her way back to us with a tray of food. 
 
    As she set our plates down, Aisha somehow made her hand shiver lightly, as if imitating the vibrations of her smartwatch, and her gaze shot to it. 
 
    “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. We were supposed to meet the owner of the property, and I dragged you into some random restaurant on a whim. He will surely raise the price now. I know a few hundred grand is spare change for you but I still feel awful.” 
 
    My previous girlfriend froze mid-motion, leaning towards me as she pulled her hand away from my plate. Her eyes moved to me in dumbfounded shock, though I thought I could see something else in them too. I smiled wryly as we ended up looking at each other from less than a foot apart, until she backed away, slowly.  
 
    Still smiling, I decided that it was impossible to beat Aisha at this and resigned myself to playing along, in the hopes that we could get through this that much sooner. 
 
    “Aisha, you know I love you and couldn’t care less. You always support me in everything. You deserve all of it,” I said as calmly as I could, and it was all true, of course. 
 
    She bit on her lower lip and purred softly. “Shit… When you say it like that… Is there a bathroom here?” 
 
    I leaned forward on my elbows, pointing my finger at her again. “We are not going to… fuck in the bathroom,” I said the last part in a hushed voice after glancing at my ex. 
 
    “But I really want you…” Aisha hummed with an alluring smile. 
 
    A little spooked, I leaned into the backrest and looked down. The tip of her shoe was gently pressing into my crotch, rubbing it up and down. It was obvious enough that our conversation partner certainly saw it all from beside me. 
 
    “Forget earlier… I need you to wreck my—” 
 
    I stood up in a flash, pulling out my wallet. As I tried to fish out some bills, in the chaos, five hundred bucks fell out in five notes swirling through the air.  
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed under my breath and reached out to grab Aisha’s wrist. “Keep the change,” I threw at my ex as I started dragging my current girlfriend away. 
 
    “Car it is, then!” the damned tease shouted as I pulled her through the door, before breaking into peals of laughter. 
 
    We ran from the restaurant, darting through a few intersections before we stopped around the corner, out of sight. I gasped for air, leaning over with my hands on my thighs, and looked up at the only slightly winded Aisha. We locked gazes and started laughing. 
 
    “I feel a bit bad now. She wasn’t really a bitch, or anything. Just… maybe a little less interested in me as a person and more in what she was getting from it. I heard that her new guy is some exec or something.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Her fault for letting go of the best man in this world.” Aisha smirked at me and offered me a hand, helping me up. “Come on, partner. We still have a Dungeon to ransack. And a new subordinate to recruit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF VOLUME I 
 
    

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before anything, let me just tell you that there are two additional sections at the very end of the book which contain Character Sheets of our proud Defenders at the time of Chapter 33, and the Skill Glossary with their full descriptions so feel free to check them out if you are curious about stats, abilities, and other details! 
 
      
 
    ※ ※ ※ 
 
      
 
    So, you’ve reached the end, huh? Nice. I really hope you enjoyed the ride as much as I did. If you have any thoughts or comments, or just want to talk about it, don’t forget that you can find me and many other people on my Discord server! I appreciate all the feedback! 
 
    This story was a real blast to write from the very first moment. It dawned on me randomly like many other ideas but I just fell in love with it much more than with the other ones in an instant. I really wanted to fuse the adventure fantasy and urban fantasy together in an interesting way and this novel is my creative output for that. I have so many ideas for it that I feel like it could go on, and on, and on! It’s so fun trying to play around the limited rules applied on the main characters, I tell you! I was so excited when we finally got to the first moment of Lucas and Aisha being able to leave their home! I hope you enjoyed that little outing. We will for sure have a lot more of them in the future.  
 
    I would like to thank everyone who picked this book up and gave it a chance. And everyone else that keeps supporting my suddenly revealed passion, helping this dream become true. All the people on Patreon who actively commented on the story as it was slowly shown there chapter by chapter until finished have been a huge assistance, and I’m sure some of them are now also reading this afterword, so immense thank you. 
 
    Every single like, comment, feedback is a huge help and means a lot to us, authors. That said, leaving a rating or a brief review here, on Amazon, surely is a huge thing too. If you have some spare time, please, feel free to give your thoughts about the story. Anywhere. I read them all. Always. I love talking with readers on my Discord. 
 
    Thanks again and see you all in the next volume! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    What’s Next? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Next would be Volume 2, of course. We’ve only just begun this journey and barely entered two very simple Dungeons! More adventures, mystical fantasy environments, elaborate monsters await us! And, of course, more companions! Lucas shines the most leading a team so we need to create one for him! It definitely won’t be easy, especially with his quite special Class, but I’m sure it will be a lot of fun :) I already have a bunch of great ideas and designs for the new members and I hope our Patreon readers gonna like them as much as they enjoyed reading about Aisha’s and Lucas’s life :) 
 
    As for when, I honestly can’t give an estimate. This is a story I was writing on the side, one chapter a week, sometimes two, so you can easily do the math with my average novel length being about 30 chapters or slightly more. I try my best but I’m not a fast writer, unfortunately. Having two other projects ongoing doesn’t help that case. But, I love this story as much as the other ones so I’ll slowly continue expanding it and hope that I can show you the results sooner or later! 
 
    In the meanwhile, if you haven’t seen my other series, titled Rise of the Weakest Summoner, and enjoy some progressive fantasy without isekai/portal trope or status numbers, happening strictly in the fantasy world, be sure to check it out! At the time of writing this, there are FOUR books up in the series with the fifth coming out in exactly a month from this day. 
 
    See you in the second volume! Or Patreon. Or Discord if you decide to join the wonderful community. Any support is enormously appreciated! 
 
    Love ya, Saileri.

  

 
   
    Where To Find Me? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My Patreon:  
 
    https://www.patreon.com/saileri 
 
      
 
    My Community Discord Server: 
 
    https://discord.gg/uPjt6DJ  
 
      
 
    My Twitter:  
 
    https://twitter.com/LtSaileri  
 
      
 
    My Facebook Page:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/JRSaileri  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    More Stories Like This 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you are looking for more stories with a similar themes, for sure check: 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
    LitRPG Releases 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    Harem Lit 
 
    Harem Gamelit 
 
    Monster Girl Fiction  
 
    Original English Light Novel Group 
 
    Fantasy, Fiction, LitRPG Books and Audible 
 
  
 
  
   
    Character Sheets 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    INFORMATION 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Name: Lucas King 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Age: 28 
 
    Affiliation: Dungeon Cleaners Inc. 
 
    Position: Junior Representative 
 
    Class: Overlord of Lust 
 
    Level: 10 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 11 (+4) 
 
    Agility: 15 (+2) 
 
    Constitution: 15 (+2) 
 
    Intelligence: 20 (+1) 
 
    Wisdom: 17 (+1) 
 
    Leadership: 11 
 
    Charisma: 27 
 
    [Available Points: 14] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    GENERAL SKILLS & ABILITIES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Dismantling (D) 
 
    Mapping (D) 
 
    Mental Fortitude (E) 
 
    Battle Sense (D) 
 
    Mana Control (D) 
 
    Telekinesis (D) 
 
    Mace Proficiency (E) 
 
    Buckler Proficiency (E) 
 
    Handaxe Proficiency (E) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CLASS-RELATED SKILLS & ABILITIES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Command (D) 
 
    Encourage (E) 
 
    Transfer Lifeforce (F) 
 
    Transfer Spirit (F) 
 
    Master-Subordinate Thought Communication (E) 
 
    Summon Bonded (F) 
 
    Recall Bonded (F) 
 
    Touch of Love (F) 
 
    Red String (F) 
 
    Together We Stand (F) 
 
    Intimidate (F) 
 
    Armsweaving (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★

  

 
   
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    INFORMATION 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Name: Aisha Erlivyre 
 
    Race: Drakan 
 
    Age: 37 
 
    Affiliation: Lucas King 
 
    Position: Bonded 
 
    Class: Annihilation Berserker 
 
    Level: 10 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    ATTRIBUTES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Constitution: 15  
 
    Intelligence: 9  
 
    Wisdom: 6 
 
    Perseverance: 11 
 
    Fury: 20 
 
    [Available Points: 14] 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    GENERAL SKILLS & ABILITIES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Darkvision (B) 
 
    Greataxe Proficiency (C) 
 
    Situational Awareness (C) 
 
    Mental Fortitude (C) 
 
    Dismantling (B) 
 
    Field Repairs (D) 
 
    Field Maintenance (C) 
 
    Cooking (D) 
 
    For the King (F) 
 
    Unwavering Loyalty (F) 
 
    Red String (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    CLASS-RELATED SKILLS & ABILITIES 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Bloodlust (D) 
 
    Berserk (D) 
 
    Sunder (D) 
 
    Physical Resistance (F) 
 
    Ground Pound (E) 
 
    Launch (E) 
 
    Whirlwind (F) 
 
    Piercing Roar (F) 
 
    Sharpen (F) 
 
    Impairing Blast (F) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Skill Glossary 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Armsweaving (F) 
 
    As a powerful Overlord, you can dominate, bond, and command an entire arsenal to follow your orders, be it swords, axes, hammers, or even shields. Rain down weapons at your enemies without lifting a finger, using your domineering presence as the fuel of your armory. 
 
    Effective Range: 10 m 
 
    Available Bonds: 1 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Mana Usage Reduction: -30% 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Weight Reduction: -25% 
 
    Bonded Weapon’s Range Increase: +25% 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Battle Sense (D) 
 
    Through various experiences and gathered knowledge related to fighting different opponents, you’ve honed your senses to be primed for their actions taken in battle. You can to predict your opponent’s behavior and identify their moves, depending on the level of your knowledge about them. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier you can analyze your opponents and find ways to respond to them. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Berserk (D) 
 
    Enter a frenzied state. Depending on Mental Fortitude, the user might have a hard time differentiating enemies from allies. 
 
    Additional effects:
Attributes +50%
Physical & Magical Resistance +50%
Pain Resistance +75% 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Bloodlust (D) 
 
    Marks an enemy, making them unable to run away from the user, and sharpens the user's senses. The target’s relative position will always be known to the user within a radius of 50 meters. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Buckler Proficiency (E) 
 
    You can proficiently wield and use bucklers. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to handle them, up to the point of perceiving your bucklers as an extension of your own body. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Command (D) 
 
    You can extend your will to enforce your orders on your Subordinates. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the harder it will be for the target to resist. If the target is willing to accept the Command, it can positively enhance their execution of it. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Cooking (D) 
 
    Your gathered knowledge and experience allows you to prepare sufficient meals. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to work on food, lowering your chances of damaging ingredients, ruining the recipe, or straight-up failing. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Darkvision (B) 
 
    Your eyes can properly peer into the darkness. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the clearer you will be able to see in places with minimal to no light, ending at a perfect vision in pure darkness. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Dismantling (B) 
 
    You are skilled in taking things apart and harvesting resources from the carcasses of beasts and monsters. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the less thought you have to put into working and the lesser chance you have of damaging the components you are aiming to salvage. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Encourage (E) 
 
    Through inspiring words perfectly fitting the situation you find yourself in, you can encourage your followers, raising their morale and bringing out the best in them. 
 
    Fatigue -30% 
 
    Attributes +30% 
 
    Mental Resistance +75% 
 
    Grants: Lesser Constitution Enhancement (10 min.) 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Field Maintenance (C) 
 
    You are skilled in maintaining your gear in proper shape, effectively extending its longevity. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to take care of your equipment, your movements become faster, more precise, and effective. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Field Repairs (D) 
 
    You are skilled in applying makeshift repairs to your gear in in order to bring it back to an operable state for a certain amount of time. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to fix of your equipment, your movements become faster, more precise, and effective. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    For the King (F) 
 
    Your desire to serve and protect your Overlord resonates with his other Bonded. Your power rises with each person by your side who shares the same bond as you do. Together, you are indomitable. 
 
    Attributes: +10% (per person) 
 
    Fortitude: +10% (per person) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Greataxe Proficiency (C) 
 
    You can proficiently wield and use greataxes. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to handle them, up to the point of perceiving your greataxes as an extension of your own body. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Ground Pound (E) 
 
    Hit the ground with your weapon and channel both your strength and energy into the blow, causing a powerful impact that will shake the world. Any objects or entities close to the epicenter of your attack may suffer heavy damage from the outgoing shockwave. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the stronger the blast and the more destructive the blow is. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Constitution 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Handaxe Proficiency (E) 
 
    You can proficiently wield and use handaxes. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to handle them, up to the point of perceiving your handaxes as an extension of your own body. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Impairing Blast (F) 
 
    By condensing mana in the head of your weapon, you can make your next blow discharge the spiritual energy into the targeted surface, which will in turn become brittle and susceptible to breaking. No material will remain solid, if enough blows are dealt. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Fury 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Intimidate (F) 
 
    Expand your will and energy to create an aura that can make the target perceive you in a more threatening and powerful manner. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the stronger the effect and the higher the level of Mental Fortitude you can ignore. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Charisma 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Constitution 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Launch (E) 
 
    Gathering energy in the soles of your feet, release it abruptly and leap into the air to quickly cross the distance separating you and your target. 
 
    Range: 10 m 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Constitution 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Mace Proficiency (E) 
 
    You can proficiently wield and use handaxes. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to handle them, up to the point of perceiving your handaxes as an extension of your own body. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Mana Control (D) 
 
    You can vividly sense your Soul Band and effectively cycle your mana through your organs and limbs. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the easier it is for you to gather mana, manipulate it, and command it to take whatever form you desire, also lowering the wasted energy released in the air during spellcasting. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Mapping (D) 
 
    You are able to attentively observe your surroundings and chart the path you take. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the more effortless this activity becomes to you and the more detail you will be able to put into your drawing. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Wisdom 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Master-Subordinate Thought Communication (E) 
 
    You are able to converse telepathically with your Subordinates no matter the distance. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the fewer possibly interfering circumstances can affect this ability. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Mental Fortitude (C) 
 
    You are able to keep yourself calm in the face of stressful and difficult situations and resist various magical and non-magical effects that could affect your mind. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the higher your resistance and capacity of remaining focused at a strenuous task. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Constitution 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Physical Resistance (F) 
 
    Your body is tougher than it looks and take on much more than a common person of your race. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the tougher you are and the harder it is to inflict serious wound of physical nature onto you. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Constitution 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Piercing Roar (F) 
 
    Gather energy in your lungs and release an earth-shaking roar which can stagger, stun, or even cause the target to lose consciousness, depending on their Mental Fortitude and Constitution.  
 
    Effective Range: 7 m 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Recall Bonded (F) 
 
    You can send your Bonded back to your Personal Domain, at any time, through the unbreakable bond that binds you together. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Recharge Time: 12h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Red String (F) 
 
    An everlasting thread of fate links you with all your Bonded, allowing you to sense their presence perfectly, no matter the circumstances. 
 
    Distance: 5 km 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Sharpen (F) 
 
    Condensing your mana, you can coat your blade with it, making it much sharper than what’s naturally possible to achieve. No common whetstone can match the spell’s effectiveness. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Duration: 2h 
 
    Recharge Time: 8h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Situational Awareness (C) 
 
    Your sharp senses and intuition aid you in perceiving things that happen all around your person, even right in your blind spots. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the more details about your surroundings you can perceive and the quicker you can react to them. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Summon Bonded (F) 
 
    You can call your Bonded to your side at any time, almost anywhere, through the unbreakable bond that binds you together. 
 
    Available Uses: 2 
 
    Recharge Time: 12h 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Sunder (D) 
 
    Sends an arc of condensed energy from the blade of the wielded weapon, which can travel up to 20 meters ahead. 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Telekinesis (D) 
 
    Collecting and condensing mana allows you to take control of the gathered energy and influence the world around you. 
 
    Range: 10 m 
 
    Maximum Affected Volume: 10 kg 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Agility 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Together We Stand (F) 
 
    The presence of Bonded by your side fills you with power, as they share their strength with you to overcome adversity as one. 
 
    Attributes: +10% of the Bonded companion’s values (per person) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Touch of Love (F) 
 
    Being an Overlord of Lust, your domain over mental and physical pleasure has an impactful effect on your Bonded and a minor one on your Subordinates. Through acts that please the target, which doesn’t necessarily have to revolve around carnal pleasure, you can strengthen them for a limited period of time. 
 
    Subordinate: 
 
    Minor Vitality Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Minor Spiritual Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Minor Fatigue Recovery Boost (1-3h) 
 
    Bonded: 
 
    Regular Vitality Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Regular Spiritual Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Regular Fatigue Recovery Boost (4-12h) 
 
    Attributes: +10-50% (12-24h) 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Transfer Lifeforce (F) 
 
    You are able to transfer life energy between your Subordinates and yourself. If the target is not your Subordinate, you may still affect them with much less efficiency. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the quicker you can transfer the lifeforce, the less exhausting the activity becomes, and the less energy is lost during it. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Transfer Spirit (F) 
 
    You are able to transfer spiritual energy between your Subordinates and yourself. If the target is not your Subordinate, you may still affect them with much less efficiency. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the quicker you can transfer mana, the less exhausting the activity becomes, and the less energy is lost during it. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Intelligence 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Leadership 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Unwavering Loyalty (F) 
 
    The figure of your Overlord inspires you and raises your morale. It’s close to impossible to shake your spirit, or take control of your mind. There’s only one person you submit to, and nothing else will ever top that. 
 
    Immunity to: Minor Mind Control, Lesser Mind Control, Mind Control. 
 
    High resistance to: Greater Mind Control. 
 
    Partial resistance to: Major Mind Control. 
 
    Mental Resistance +100% 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
 
    Whirlwind (F) 
 
    Gather energy in your arms and legs and throw yourself into a powerful spinning motion, swinging your weapon and creating a circle of death in your close proximity. The higher your proficiency with this ability, the more powerful and the quicker the rotations become, and you are harder to stop. 
 
    ※　※　※ 
 
    Primary Scaling Attribute: Fury 
 
    Secondary Scaling Attribute: Strength 
 
    ★━━━━━━━━━━★ 
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