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    1: Meet the Dwarves 
 
    Vainqueur Knightsbane, First of His Name, Great Calamity of the Age, Emperor of Murmurin, Ishfania, and the Albain Mountains, and Protector of all Hoards, had waited so long for this moment. 
 
    He hadn’t allowed anything else to distract him; for a whole month, he had waited in his great vault, sitting on his ever-growing hoard. He had counted every single one of these thirty days of patience, meditation, and focus; every hour between him and this golden moment of pure bliss. 
 
    As the minutes separating him from his greatest pleasure turned into seconds, the pressure became almost unbearable. The echo of his tense breathing filled the underground vault, as his eyes widened in greed. 
 
    Then, it finally happened. 
 
    A large pile of gold, as shiny as the sun itself, materialized in front of Vainqueur, perfection made metal. 
 
    "YES!" Vainqueur roared out in relief, as he hugged the coin pile tenderly like a father with his child. After a whole month of separation, he couldn’t put a word on the joy he felt. "It is fine, everything is okay, you are safe! I will never let you go again... Never." 
 
    The dragon enjoyed the warm comfort of his wealth returned to him, of his favorite Perk working again. At long last, everything had returned to normal. 
 
    He had to brag. 
 
    "MINION!" His prized chief of staff materialized at his side, stumbling on his master’s gold with his pants down. He seemed to have been sitting before Vainqueur called him. "Look! My [Stipend] returned! Manling Victor, you…" 
 
    Argh, what was that smell coming from his minion? 
 
    "Manling Victor, you stink like your kind's peasants!" Vainqueur complained, his lackey rising and putting back his pants on. His minion had also traded his black cowl for crimson robes and a hood, which meshed better with his new wings and tail. "What did I tell you about taking a bath?" 
 
    "Your Majesty summoned me while on the toilet, what did you expect?! The smell of roses?" 
 
    "Yes, that is true that you manlings suffer from that problem," Vainqueur said with condescension. "I hoped that your dragon transformation would solve this, but I guess you were better off with a magnificent tail. I suggest that you get rid of your manling half as soon as possible." 
 
    "As if you’re better…" Manling Victor frowned when he realized that, yes, his master was better. "Wait, you’ve never… you’ve never actually… uh." 
 
    "Yes, which is another proof of dragon superiority." 
 
    "But where goes…" Poor Manling Victor couldn’t grasp the perfection of dragon biology, observing his master with his big, confused eyes. "Well, everything? 
 
    "Here," Vainqueur put a hand on his belly. He suddenly realized he had grown fatter due to the lack of exercise. "Nothing is wasted. But, this is unimportant. What is important is that the moth elf has, at long last, well and truly been defeated!" 
 
    "Your Majesty killed him a month ago," Manling Victor replied, unaware of the true significance of the event. "You had Pink write a book about it." 
 
    "Yes, but now the last stain on my honor is gone! The [Stipend] Perk works again!" Vainqueur had worried the Perk had been broken, since no gold appeared after he rightfully regained his [Emperor] Class. The shock had been enough to delay his questing, until he was sure he had fully recovered. "My patience has paid off." 
 
    "Wait, so all this time you shut yourself in your vault, asking not to be bothered except to get food or gold for the hoard, you did nothing but wait for the money to fall on your lap?" Manling Victor put a hand on his face, which he often did for reasons that eluded his master. "Your Majesty has become a true landowner." 
 
    "I have not waited, Manling Victor, I have rested," Vainqueur replied, adding his new pile of gold to his ever-growing hoard. Destroying Brandon Maure, ending his scheme to destroy his hoard, and organizing the most revolutionary Bragging Day known to dragonkind had exhausted him. "That was a wonderful vacation." 
 
    "Doing nothing for thirty days?" 
 
    "Thirty days watching my hoard," Vainqueur clarified. "Now that my Perk works, all we need is to find you a Crest, so that I may bestow [Noble] levels on you through my [Dynasty] Perk. You will need that sweet [Stipend] if you are to reimburse your debt to me, which is..." 
 
    The dragon recalculated the debt, removing the funds his minion had delivered to him the last month. "Twelve million, two hundred twenty-seven thousand, five hundred and twelve gold coins." 
 
    "I’m just glad I managed to scrape three hundred thousand together in one month," Manling Victor congratulated himself. 
 
    "At this rate, it will take you four years to reimburse me, which is too slow," Vainqueur chastised his minion. "As an adventurer, I earned twelve million coins in much less time. While I do not expect you to surpass me, I want higher reimbursements." 
 
    "Yes, but I’ve also been working full time to keep Your Majesty’s empire stable," Manling Victor pointed out. "I swear more money will come soon. It will definitely take less than four years… I hope." 
 
    "We shall see," Vainqueur said. Friend Victor may have been his trusted chief of staff, his master wouldn’t let him off the hook until he had reimbursed his life debt. "I hope you used my vacation time well, to grow my empire and breed." 
 
    "Yeah, I… I did both. More than I would have liked. It’s exhausting." 
 
    The dragon hummed the air, instantly recognizing a new scent on his lackey. "You smell of dwarves," Vainqueur frowned in disapproval. "You have not bred with dwarves, have you? They are not minion material." 
 
    "No, we’ve welcomed new ambassadors from the underground realm of Agartha," Manling Victor replied. "I was actually preparing for a meeting with them before you summoned me." 
 
    "Dwarves are not minion material," Vainqueur repeated. They were meaty and tasty, but since they always made him drunk when he ate more than three, they made for poor emergency rations. 
 
    "I still think Your Majesty should see them," Manling Victor insisted. "Also, I finally identified the scammers who took credit for your death." 
 
    Vainqueur’s head immediately perked up in interest. "Where?" he asked, gleeful at the idea of settling the score. 
 
    "Charlene studied the guild’s archives, and identified them as a disbanded Silver-Ranked adventurer company from the merchant republic of Barin, the ‘Blue Rose Legion.’ They were a classic four-person party specialized in big game, monster-hunting work." 
 
    "Disbanded? They are dead?" Disappointing. Vainqueur would have Jules raise these criminals from the dead as skeletons, so he could kill them properly. 
 
    "I’m not sure, the papers said that they separated in Barin twenty years ago, dissolving the group. I think that after claiming the reward for Your Majesty’s head, they earned enough money to retire." The mere idea infuriated Vainqueur, who had already taken their slander personally. "Thankfully, Charlene found a quest in Barin which could help us investigate. I could even get a Crest out of it." 
 
    Excellent. "Then we leave tomorrow for that quest, Manling Victor." 
 
    "What?" Manling Victor panicked. "Like that?" 
 
    "I shall not be denied in my rightful revenge," Vainqueur replied. "I shall take a tribute of cattle for staining my reputation, and seize the gold they received for my demise. Then we shall return to fulfilling quests and growing my hoard further. Must I remind you that V&V now has competition from my kindred?" 
 
    "Oh, I almost forgot, we received a promotion last week." Manling Victor searched in his pockets, bringing out two bronze plates. "Here." 
 
    "Bronze," the dragon squinted, unimpressed. 
 
    "Bronze." His minion sounded as annoyed as his master. 
 
    "How can it be that I am not gold yet?!" Vainqueur complained angrily. "I saved your robber king’s princess, slew the evil Furibon, and put the demon grasshopper in his place!" 
 
    "The adventurer guild is having a tough time reorganizing their rankings, with all the new dragon adventurers registering. Icefang even created the first dragon only Silver Dragon Adventurer Company." 
 
    "Silver?" Vainqueur recoiled in disgust. How could Icefang live with himself? "V&V cannot fall behind these poor excuses for dragons, Manling Victor. I swear it, we shall wear gold-plates before the end of the year." 
 
    "Can we talk about the V&V Empire’s situation first, though? I’ve got a lot on my plate—" 
 
    "Minion, you are my Grand Dragon Vizier and Doer of the Thing. Dealing with minion administration is your job." And as long as he was in crippling debt to his dragon master, Vainqueur would not allow him to rest on his laurels. 
 
    "I get it, and I’m starting to like it," Manling Victor trailed off, Vainqueur frowning. Had he not enjoyed it before? "But we’re getting a lot of newcomers, especially representatives from other states or ‘overplanar investors’, and they want to meet the Emperor. Some even say you are dead and your minions are keeping up a charade." 
 
    "What?" Vainqueur’s booming voice made the vault tremble. "Who would be stupid enough to think I can die?" 
 
    Had the secret of dragon mortality spread to the paupers? Who else knew? 
 
    "Lots of people, apparently." Manling Victor scratched the back of his head. "It would be good if you could show up, to dispel the rumors." 
 
    The dragon sighed. He could not truly blame them; of course, everyone wanted to see His Majesty in the flesh at least once in their empty life. "Fine, fine," the dragon replied. "What do they want? To touch my scales, hoping it will cure their sick?" 
 
    Come to think of it, Vainqueur could charge the manlings for this service. 
 
    Food for thought. 
 
    "Well, Your Majesty, the country is now fully yours." 
 
    "Minion, it always was." 
 
    "Yes, but now that the Empire has crushed the elven resistance… which I always wanted to say… we now control all of Ishfania, including the old capital of Mauria. It’s closer to a demon-infested dungeon than anything, which your niece and Kia are busy cleaning up, but Ishfania is more or less pacified." 
 
    The news that his niece had adopted the family business of getting paid for eating smaller creatures warmed Vainqueur’s heart, but he didn’t understand his chief of staff’s point. "And?" Vainqueur replied, losing interest. 
 
    "Ishfania may be a desert, it has a lot of potential and many people want a piece of it; there’s also the matter of the Iron Eagle’s remains to deal with. I can make decisions in Your Majesty’s name, but it would be better if you were to grace the doubters with your imperial presence." 
 
    Oh well. 
 
    Who was Vainqueur to deny lesser creatures the pleasure of his sight? "Bring them here, so they may marvel at my wealth and greatness." 
 
      
 
    His minion returned with a group of dwarves, whose appearance confused Vainqueur. 
 
    Unlike the dwarves he used to eat in the past, their skin was as grayish as ash. They clearly hadn’t seen the light of day for ages. Each of them wore black steel armor and fine robes, with the leader having a slightly more elaborate dress with golden linings; each carried strange, glass-like protection over their eyes. 
 
    However, Vainqueur noticed something even stranger. 
 
    They didn’t smell of alcohol. 
 
    "Your Majesty, I present you Marbré, the ambassador of Agartha," Manling Victor announced, the dwarves bowing at Vainqueur. The dragon welcomed them while sitting on his hoard like a throne. 
 
    "Your Imperial Majesty, it is a great honor to meet you," the ambassador said, the dragon puffing up his chest at the praise. "The tales of your revolt against the elven bourgeoisie reached even our own Supreme Leader’s ears." 
 
    "Yes, I squashed the cattle Brandon Maure with my hand," Vainqueur boasted. "Which I found extremely gratifying." 
 
    "Indeed," Marbré agreed, as he stopped bowing and clenched his fists. "I remember my visceral feeling of contentment when our Supreme Leader cut the heads of the dark elf oppressors, seized their means of production, and established an Averagist, dwarf-made utopia. Served these smug pointy ears right!" 
 
    "I know," Vainqueur nodded, understanding where this feeling came from. "Elves are so arrogant, as if they were the apex species everyone looked up to. Even if they are cattle who eat grass and breed with trees." 
 
    "Exactly, elves were always looking down on us because they were tall, beautiful, and had higher Intelligence scores," Marbré went on a tirade. "They oppressed and mocked the Agarthans, forcing them to mine jewels underground while monopolizing the profits." 
 
    Pfft, they had copied dragons again? Had the grasshoppers ever had an idea of their own? "Truly, if they didn’t make the best princesses, there would be nothing to salvage from elves," Vainqueur agreed. "No matter how many times we dragons put them in their place, at the bottom of the food chain, they never learn." 
 
    "We Agarthans delighted when we learned how you cast down one of their outdated feudal states." 
 
    "Wait, are you dwarves, or Agarthans?" Manling Victor asked, confused. "You keep using those words interchangeably." 
 
    "We are Agarthans by our nation and Duergars by our species, but we call ourselves dwarves as a political statement, for we are all equally small." Too many names. Vainqueur subtracted them a point in the potential minion ranking. "Most of the dwarves on the surface are traitors to the revolution or helpless drunks that we expelled." 
 
    "Interesting," Vainqueur replied. If these dwarves expelled their drunks, then he could perhaps eat them safely. 
 
    "Emperor Vainqueur, let me first congratulate you on your nation’s first step towards achieving Averagism," Marbré said. "You are among the first people of the surface to have taken this step towards a true post-feudalism world." 
 
    "Minion, translate for me," Vainqueur ordered his chief of staff, unable to understand the lesser creature’s language. 
 
    "He’s impressed that you overthrew the local elf nobility to replace it with absolute authority, which is close to what they have." 
 
    "We have fully finished our own revolution," Marbré explained his thinking. "By overthrowing the elven bourgeois, and shortening the heads of anyone taller than our current Supreme Leader, we Agarthans have achieved perfect equality of height. That is Averagism: everyone is equally average." 
 
    "But what about children and younger people?" Manling Victor asked. 
 
    "We use heeled boots," Marbré replied, pointing at his shoes. "Everyone is as tall as our Supreme Leader. No exceptions." 
 
    Vainqueur didn’t understand. What was the point of ruling lesser species if they weren’t smaller than him? 
 
    "Though you moved away from feudalism and abolished the elven bourgeoisie, you are stuck at the Hoardist Imperialism stage of economic development," Marbré continued to speak nonsense. "Thankfully, Hoardist Imperialism is but a step towards true Averagism. Your Majesty just has to seize the means of production to better safeguard them, as did our Supreme Leader." 
 
    "We’re kinda trying a free-market zone experiment there," Victor said, confusing Vainqueur even more. 
 
    "But you have nationalized the land, mining, and farming, have you not?" 
 
    "Everything belongs to me," Vainqueur said, understanding that part. "Except lead, which is banished until the end of time." 
 
    "In time, you will realize free-market carries the seed of its own inevitable destruction," Marbré said, losing the dragon’s attention again. "We Agarthans offer to establish an embassy here on the surface, so we can properly assist in your political revolution and trade. We would also like to study the ruins of the elven Iron Eagle if you allow us." 
 
    "The metal bird?" Vainqueur could have sworn he had wrecked it utterly. "What about it?" 
 
    "We are interested in it for our patriotic war against the sun," Marbré replied flatly. 
 
    Manling Victor glanced at Vainqueur, who was as puzzled as him. The tiny dwarf noticed, and cleared his throat. 
 
    "When we Agarthans first made forays toward the surface to export the revolution, we were treacherously attacked by that fiery aster," Marbré said with contempt, raising the black glasses on his nose to reveal milky eyes. "It burned the eyes of our ancestors, forcing us to wear these ‘sunglasses’. Ever since, we Agarthans have declared war on the Sun and its apostate god, Mithras. The Sun cowardly stayed too far away for us to reach, but the ‘Wind Spears’ might be the key to bring the fight to it." 
 
    "I cannot condone it," Vainqueur replied firmly. "The sun was made by dragons to fight cold. I will not allow dwarves to harm it." 
 
    "We do not want to destroy the Sun, just to force it to stop burning our eyes," Marbré tried to reassure him. "We want to coexist with the sky, but on our terms. In any case, we would like to exchange technology, and maybe buy some of your Powerstone supply." 
 
    "Minion," Vainqueur whispered to his lackey, low enough that the dwarves wouldn’t hear. "Are they serious?" 
 
    "I think so," his chief of staff replied with a sigh. 
 
    "I do not think they share my values," Vainqueur said. "They are ridiculous." 
 
    "What does Your Majesty want me to do about it?" 
 
    "Cook them, obviously." 
 
    "Okay they’re eccentric, but they can offer us a lot. Does Your Majesty remember the teleport stone we used to escape—" Manling Victor corrected himself when his master squinted at him, "tactically retreat from Maure? It was called an [Agarthan Warp Stone]." 
 
    Vainqueur guessed what the name implied. "It was dwarf-made?" 
 
    "I think we would benefit from a technology exchange." 
 
    "They get the bird, we get the stones?" As his vizier answered with a nod, Vainqueur turned back to Marbré, suddenly interested. "What are these Powerstones that you want?" The Robber King of Gardemagne also spoke of them. 
 
    Marbré snapped his fingers, a member of his retinue opening a small box. 
 
    Vainqueur peeked at the content, a dozen glowing stones of different colors, from the purest blue to fiery red. Unlike his beloved gems, they appeared raw and fragile, like glass. Yet, he could sense the red one radiating heat, a white one cold, and the clearest releasing a faint stream of air around itself. 
 
    "These are Powerstones, a magical mineral imbued with elemental power," Marbré explained. "We Agarthans need them for our forges, and we are ready to share our gold and perfectly safe magical items in exchange for a steady supply." 
 
    "Wind Powerstones are what allow Maure’s old capital to fly, and the Eagle’s bombs to work," Victor added. "The Albain Mountains have a lot of deposits, as does the Ishfanian desert." 
 
    Vainqueur examined the stones closely, before voicing his judgment. 
 
    "Not shiny enough for my hoard," Vainqueur said. "My minion will see that my treasure benefits from the sales. As I solved the manlings’ problems for their coins, I too will accept a tribute of gold in exchange for this junk." 
 
    "Your Majesty is truly a true friend of the revolution." Marbré bowed deeply. "I will see work your vizier for the fine print. We will deliver you our newest creations, which have been tested, tested, and tested." 
 
    "You said tested thrice," Manling Victor pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, to assert the fact our magic item prototypes are perfectly safe to use since we tested them before sending them to you." 
 
    "Now return to me with gold, or do not return," Vainqueur sent them away, the dwarves bowing and leaving the vault. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For showcasing your imperial majesty to foreign diplomats, you earned a level in [Emperor]! 
 
    +30 HP, +10 SP, +1 STR, +1 VIT, +1 SKI, +1 AGI, +1 INT, +1 CHA! 
 
      
 
    Once the dwarves had left though, the dragon looked at his chief of staff with a heavy gaze. "They are odd. Too odd to be minions." 
 
    Manling Victor looked up at his master. "This is where Your Majesty draws the line?" 
 
    "I believe everyone has the potential to make for a good minion, if properly trained," Vainqueur replied. "But I have quality standards, and they do not meet them." 
 
    "And that tested comment makes me wonder if I just made a big mistake granting them access to the Iron Eagle." Manling Victor sighed. "But so long as the Apple of Knowledge remains unaccounted for, we need their expertise." 
 
    Vainqueur frowned. "What does your vegetable have to do with this?" 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    2: Minion Deathcare 
 
    Murmurin had grown bigger. 
 
    A month after Maure’s army and Vainqueur’s guests devastated it, leaving no stone unturned, the village had grown unrecognizable. 
 
    Murmurin had not only risen from its ashes but grown into a decent, if chaotic city. With tribes of monsters moving in for the promise of steady food, overplanar visitors setting shop, and undead looking for a place where they could 'live' undisturbed, the population had reached eight thousand. The fields and sheep pens, originally created to accommodate Vainqueur’s guests, could now sustain a large population; and Maure’s fall had only encouraged locals to get closer to the new ruler of Ishfania. 
 
    As he flew over the city with his great wings, Victor could only marvel at the difficulties this population boom caused. Everywhere he could see new buildings and houses under construction, with kobolds, gnolls, goblins, and other creatures cooperating to build them. Angels and fiends had each claimed a district next to the other, and he caught sight of two of these rival species harass a gnoll to sell him an ‘afterlife service’. The Kobold Rangers had to break three of these rivalries which turned violent this week. 
 
    Neither did the newcomers always get along. Gnolls and goblins kept picking fights, and the newest settlers, a tribe of orc, kept causing acts of petty vandalism. 
 
    In short, Murmurin had become an island of chaos in a feudal world. 
 
    Victor had done his best to steer this evolution into a positive direction, but there wasn’t a day without a new issue or problem to solve; and he had his debt to Vainqueur to reimburse. Even with his Class’ resistance to fatigue, the constant stress had started getting to the chief of staff. 
 
    Victor landed in front of his mansion to find a line of monsters waiting for him, surrounded by kobold minions. "Okay, who is here for business?" the grand vizier asked, with quite a few hands raised up. "Who is here for breeding?" 
 
    Fewer hands raised up, although some visitors had raised their hands twice. Weeks of turning them down had weeded out his number of admirers. 
 
    "No breeding today," he announced, the people in the line complaining. 
 
    Victor remembered all these harem animes, where he had fondly dreamed of the constant attention of female company. That was until he experienced it himself; constant sexual harassment and outright stalking didn’t feel nice, it was tiresome and outright disturbing. Some even broke into his mansion to steal his hair! 
 
    Eventually, he just kept turning down almost everyone and having the Kobold Rangers restrain the ones who didn’t get the memo. It wasn’t that Victor disdained female attention, and he even indulged a bit, but being treated as a breeding stallion annoyed him. 
 
    Thankfully, most of his harassers eventually lost interest… with a few exceptions. 
 
    "Chocolatine…" Victor frowned upon finding her in the line with a big smile. 
 
    "I’m not here for breeding!" she said. "I’m here for the new temple." 
 
    Victor frowned, before remembering that matter. Still, he doubted she had changed her mind about him. "After I’m done with other urgent matters," he said with a sigh, the werewolf pumping her fist. 
 
    The chief of staff walked inside his home, with Charlene waiting for him, a pile of papers in hands. Someone else had gotten to her first, much to her dismay. "But honey…" Croissant begged on his knees for her to come back again. "I swear I love you." 
 
    "Croissant, I do not know in how many languages I have to say it," Charlene replied. "We’re done. I have a busy day, so unless you are here for business..." 
 
    "Honey, I have thought over it for weeks," Croissant insisted. "I am so sorry…" 
 
    "You lied to me, hiding that you were a werewolf!" Charlene complained. "And all the cakes you gave me… I thought it was sweet, but you fattened me up for dinner!" 
 
    "Okay, yes, maybe our relationship started as animal husbandry, but I care!" Croissant said. "It’s… it’s like a pig you have fed for years to make ham, only to find you couldn’t go through with it." 
 
    Real smooth, Croissant, Victor thought, as Charlene reddened at the pig comment. It didn’t help that she had lost weight since she broke up with him. "A pig? Is that what I am to you?" 
 
    "Yes," Croissant replied, mistaking her anger for blushing. "You are my cute piglet..." 
 
    Victor struggled to keep a straight face, as Charlene turned into a tomato. "Enough!" she said, turning to undead guards. "Take him off government property!" 
 
    "But Charlene—" Croissant found himself surrounded by skeletons and was forcefully dragged out, crestfallen. 
 
    Victor shook his head at the sight. "That was therapeutic," Charlene replied, adjusting her hair with a hand. "But he’s annoying." 
 
    "I can issue a restraining order if you wish. The Kobold Rangers hate him, so they will love the job." 
 
    "No," she replied, dusting off her clothes. "He will give up eventually." 
 
    If he was anything like his sister, no, he wouldn't. 
 
    "What will it be this morning?" he asked, as Charlene handed him a pile of paper bigger than yesterday's one. 
 
    "The Universal Minion Deathcare project, the new shared temple project, legalizing murder—" 
 
    "Legalizing murder?" Victor almost choked. 
 
    "Or waste disposal, if you want to sound politically correct," Charlene replied, taking this with more stoicism than him. "With the angel-demon price war, Savoureuse sensed an opportunity and lobbies to open an official assassin guild." 
 
    "I do not sleep enough to deal with this madness," Victor replied with a sigh. 
 
    "I know," she replied with a knowing smile. "Next, there is the quest you wanted to tackle in Barin. Kia also sent a message saying that Mauria is more or less pacified, and Barnabas has been introduced to the new Agarthan smiths. He said they will deliver new magical items next week." 
 
    "Put the temple last on the agenda," Victor decided since Chocolatine would attend. "Vainqueur wants to leave tomorrow, so let’s deal with the quest first." 
 
    She pointed at a paper in her pile, Victor reading it. It detailed the quest and a map of the southern continent. "The quest comes from Barin’s leader, the legendary tactician and merchant Barsino," Charlene explained. "He wants to recover an ancient artifact, the Bottle of Mot, kept within the desert’s most dangerous dungeon: the Tower of Sablar. Barsino informed me he would gladly reveal the location of the Blue Rose Legion's members in exchange for the artifact." 
 
    The Tower of Sablar? The place where the ancient ritual that turned Ishfania and the southern continent into a desert took place? It was a superdungeon that frightened everyone; however, the tales of the riches held within encouraged tomb raiders to try their hand at conquering it. 
 
    So far, few returned alive. 
 
    "It is a very dangerous quest; the Tower of Sablar is considered a challenge for adventurers in their high fifties. Barsino believes that, I quote, ‘a dragon emperor of Vainqueur’s caliber should prove powerful enough to triumph.’" 
 
    And it would certainly contain Crests for Victor. "I will ask Kia if she wants to tag along," he decided. The paladin would certainly enjoy the adventure, and they would need the extra muscle. 
 
    "We begin with the universal deathcare then?" 
 
    Victor nodded, entering the dining hall of the mansion, which he had more often than not turned into a reunion room. Ghostly will o’wisps provided additional light, and skeleton servants polished a large, rounded table with handkerchiefs. The chief of staff sat, and observed as Charlene invited Malfy, Miel, and Jules into the room. 
 
    Since she couldn’t rely on the usual guild fee, Charlene had to more or less depend on both Gardemagne and V&V’s donations to maintain her chapter. Eventually, confronted with the challenge of building an administration for the city, Victor settled on employing her part-time as an assistant. 
 
    His own chief of staff. 
 
    Instead of stressing out, being put in charge of the city’s administration improved her mood a lot. Victor guessed she had stagnated at Valbain, and being promoted to city administrator helped with her self-esteem. She was actually a nice person to hang out with, when not stressed out and annoyed. 
 
    Of course, Victor also worked on her in other ways... 
 
    "Dead and fiendish gentlemen, angel lady," Victor welcomed the group, as they sat around the table. "I gathered you to officiate the new Minion Deathcare project." 
 
    "Before we begin, I want to say that I love the name, Victor," Jules said, the most enthusiastic of the three about the idea. He had even offered a large share in his new undead start-up to the vizier, which would help a lot with the debt. 
 
    "Death sucks. Trust me, I’ve been there twice, it sucks. It’s painful, and you have to wait months before going to a decent afterlife." Which Victor wasn’t even sure was that good... "So I’ve been thinking… we can make sentient undead cheaply. Since many minions of V&V die in the line of duty, I think our guild should owe them something for their service. Hence my idea: V&V minions can have their own undeath pension plan, allowing them to be raised as undead after death." 
 
    "I was against the idea of creating sentient undead for labor, but the idea of making necromancy a societal institution won me and the church of Camilla over," Jules added. "The minion’s individual contribution will determine what kind of undead we can raise them as." 
 
    "I suggest lichdom for the most deserving," Furibon said from within Victor’s scythe, startling the chief of staff. He had almost forgotten the lich, since the undead spent his time talking with the other sealed souls rather than his jailer. "You will need a virgin sacrifice, but it is worth it." 
 
    "Undeads are a plague," Miel stated, drawing a glare from both Jules and some of the skeletons. "Instead, you should make Heaven Insurance mandatory. This is the only way to ensure a good, safe afterlife for all." 
 
    "This is a free-market economy, redemption chaser," Malfy butted in, before turning to Victor. "I say that Infercorp gets a priority claim on the souls first. We have been pillars of the Empire since its conception, and we are all about customer service." 
 
    "Hence why minions can choose between three retirement plans," Victor said. "Undeath, Heaven Insurance, or whatever Hell—" 
 
    "Happyland," Malfy corrected. 
 
    "Whatever Happyland proposes." 
 
    "But one of the options is amoral and the other immoral," Miel complained. 
 
    "If you want people to sign with you, offer them an afterlife they want without a month long delay." 
 
    "You were a particular case!" Miel defended her poor customer service. 
 
    "Certainly if Heaven is as good as an afterlife as it advertises itself, people will flock to your outdated overplanar company," Malfy taunted her. "Also, Mr. Victor, you have heard Infercorp opened its succubus brothel in Murmurin. It would be great if you could, as the vizier, sample the wares. For safety reasons." 
 
    Sample the wares? Victor’s head perked up, while Charlene rolled her eyes. "Is it always open?" 
 
    "Always, for a friend." 
 
    "Mr. Victor, I have great news for you!" Miel immediately went on the offensive, "Thanks to your service to the cause of universal heavenly insurance, my higher-ups have decided to offer you a free guardian angel, who will do everything you want. Everything." 
 
    "Oh, Mr. Victor, it seems that a large public donation has slipped from my hand," Malfy put a large purse full of money on the table. "It would be a shame if nobody picked it up…" 
 
    "Okay, thank you, but this deal isn’t negotiable," Victor stopped them as Charlene distributed them pieces of paper. "Take it or leave it." 
 
    The three examined the documents and eventually signed; Victor noticed Malfy and Miel exchange a heavy, tense gaze as they handed out the papers. He could almost see the lightning between their eyes. 
 
    Why did he have the feeling he had started a war? 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the three had switched places with a very enthusiastic Savoureuse, who carried a basket. "Hey, Vic! How has it been?!" 
 
    "I’m fine, Sav," Victor replied. "Work is tiring, but we manage." 
 
    "Manage? Vic, you’ve done great! I leave the village for three weeks, and I find a city on my way back! Oh, and I have a gift for you…" Savoureuse opened the basket, revealing an array of cheese within. "I brought you this from the north." 
 
    "Oh, sweet!" Victor couldn’t resist taking a goat cheese, although Charlene declined due to her diet. "So, Sav, Charlene told me you wanted to… legalize waste disposal?" 
 
    "It’s a bit more complicated. The Nightblades’ leadership thinks your city has grown enough to deserve its own chapter operating here. At first, they wanted to open a thieves’ guild, but I told them ‘a thief guild in a country ruled by a dragon? How can that end well?’" 
 
    "You don’t say," the chief of staff deadpanned. 
 
    "So instead, I suggested they open an assassin guild," Savoureuse explained happily. "It will be good for the economy, Vic." 
 
    Victor gave her a blank stare. 
 
    "It will create jobs!" Savoureuse defended her profession. "Like my nephew, Potiron. He couldn’t find work with his law degree, so he reinvented himself as a respected hired killer. Vic, as long as there are three people on the planet, there will be a victim, an assassin, and a silent partner. If you do not regulate it, the Nightblades will still carry out contracts, except we will do it in seedy back alleys instead of offices with government oversight." 
 
    "What kind of argument is that?" Victor contested. "You will legalize every crime under the sun with it!" 
 
    "Of course not. Waste disposal is a community service, taking care of troublemakers. What is the difference with mercenary work, besides the fact we cleanly kill our targets in their home instead of on a battlefield?" 
 
    "There’s a difference between killing a soldier and assassinating someone’s business rival," Victor replied. "Sav, I have spent enough time among the Nightblades to know they aren’t picky about who they stab, so long as they get paid for it. I’m not going to openly condone that kind of trade, especially since people here are amoral enough to make use of it." 
 
    "So, it’s a no?" 
 
    "If I may," Charlene butted in before Victor could brush his friend off. "I can see a compromise." 
 
    "Charlene, do you want an assassin group operating here?" 
 
    "No, but as she said, they will carry out contracts anyways and cracking down on them will be a drain on our very tight budget. There is another, cheaper solution, which worked well in Noblecoeur." 
 
    Noblecoeur? The stronghold of the Nightblades syndicate? Victor saw where this led before Charlene made her case. "Nobody leaves the Nightblades," the guild manager said, Savoureuse nodding. "Since Victor was part of the syndicate, he could be made the head of the local chapter." 
 
    "Yes," Savoureuse agreeing. "I was going to suggest it. As the Crime Lord of the local chapter, Vic, you will have a finger in every pie, and you will be the one to approve the hits or not. The perfect union of crime and government." 
 
    Was Victor the only one seeing a problem with this? "So, you will want me to legalize an assassin guild, by making me its head?" 
 
    "Vic, what kind of empire does not have a shadowy assassin arm to complement its monstrous army?" 
 
    When she put it this way… Victor decided to stall for time. "I will consider it, but I’m not making a decision today." 
 
    "That isn’t a no," Savoureuse rejoiced. "I cannot wait to show you the tricks of the trade. It will be just like old times." 
 
    Victor sighed and sent her out of the room. "Charlene, how many jobs do I have?" he asked his own chief of staff, before realizing Savoureuse had stolen Malfy's bribe without anyone noticing. 
 
    "Taking into account Vainqueur’s titles, I count at least twenty." 
 
    Why was the reward for good work more work? "You can’t seriously expect me to take this one," Victor said. "Even if cracking down on them will drain the budget, it’s better than letting a criminal syndicate operate undisturbed." 
 
    "But by running the organization you will be in the perfect position to dismantle it, if the situation calls for it," Charlene replied. 
 
    Like she did here for Gardemagne? Victor was pretty sure she kept watch of Vainqueur for the Kingdom. "How did we end up working so closely together?" The vizier couldn’t help but make a joke about their situation. "Didn’t you hate my guts before the invasion?" 
 
    "I disliked you," she admitted. "But as you said, that was before the invasion. After seeing you leading the defense of this town against Maure’s army and saving my life, it would have been very petty of me not to reevaluate my opinion. What are you doing tonight?" 
 
    "I’m leaving tomorrow, so I need sleep," Victor replied, as Allison and Chocolatine walked in. he couldn't suppress a question which haunted him for a while. "Hey Allison, I need your point of view on something. Rolo turned some enemy elves into sheep." 
 
    "Sheeps," Allison ‘corrected’ him. "Yes, what about it?" 
 
    "If I eat a sheep that used to be a humanoid, does it count as cannibalism?" Victor asked, worried. 
 
    "That kind of question is why I am a vegan. No meat, no questions." 
 
    Victor couldn’t live without meat—in fact, his transformation into a half-dragon had only worsened his appetite for it. He would have to secure a safe, non-dubious source of food. 
 
    Chocolatine must have read his mind. "Vic, it is only cannibalism if you and the food are equal," she chirped, trying to reassure him. "This is why Isengrim condones hunting demons." 
 
    "I’m a bit worried by your experiments, Choc," Allison admitted. "Some of the new tomatoes you watered with demon blood have teeth." 
 
    "But they can grow in the desert, was it not what you wanted?" 
 
    "Ladies," Victor interrupted them before they engaged in another debate. "The church of Shesha is coming to invest in our little city, and they offered to fully fund a new temple for the twelve gods." 
 
    Since the Agarthans worshiped Veran, Jules Camilla, and the Nightblades Deathjester, the triad of evil deities known as the Dread Three had gained a following in the city and requested a temple of their own. Outside of Isengrim, Murmurin had become a haven for ill-reputed or chaotic cults. 
 
    Strangely, neither Mithras nor more lawful gods had followed them. 
 
    "It would be good to increase the size of our temple," Allison nodded. "Since Choc invited other werewolf tribes into Murmurin, we no longer have enough space to hold congregations. But Shesha being Shesha, she never does anything for free. I am not going to pay rent to worship my own goddess." 
 
    "I haven’t seen anything of that kind in their proposal," Victor said, Charlene shaking her head. "I think she just wants publicity and goodwill by funding that public work." 
 
    "As long as there is no fine print," Allison shrugged. "Does that mean you’re going to stay a polytheist, Vic?" 
 
    He nodded in response. He had discussed with her about the worship of her goddess Cybele since his current afterlives weren’t so appealing. Of course, Chocolatine, upon hearing of it, had immediately tried to convert him to Isengrim, and even Jules had preached to him the benefits of worshiping Camilla. Since he had been marked by three gods already, with one of the cults treating him as a prophet, and to stop everyone's nagging, Victor had settled on shunning everyone equally. 
 
    The more the chief of staff considered the matter, the more he came to agree with Vainqueur that becoming a god might be his best bet. 
 
    After another boring meeting discussing the temple’s architecture and location, Allison and Chocolatine agreed to share the new building with the other cults; the Moon Man’s followers had already given full power to Victor to decide on that case. 
 
    "Vic," Chocolatine asked, after the meeting ended, "Can I talk to you alone for a minute?" 
 
    "Charlene, do I have another meeting soon?" Victor begged his assistant. 
 
    "You still have six scheduled, but the first begins in ten minutes." 
 
    Victor slammed his head against the table in tiredness. "Okay, one minute…" 
 
    "Yes," Chocolatine pumped her fist, as Allison and Charlene exchanged a glance and quietly left. "You know Malfy is opening a new casino?" 
 
    "Yes." Although the fiend hadn’t tried to pitch it to him as hard as the succubus brothel. "What about it?" 
 
    "I have two, two VIP invitations for the luxury lounge..." 
 
    Of course she hadn’t given up. "Chocolatine…" 
 
    "But you have bred with seven people this month, Charlene included!" 
 
    "Yes, but… you’re special Chocolatine…" Victor suddenly realized that wasn’t the phrasing he should have used, at all. "Wait, how do you know? You stalked me?" 
 
    "No, I smelled you." Victor recoiled. "Just one date. One date! And if it doesn’t work, I give up!" 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened. "Really?" 
 
    "Yes!" She said, putting a hand on her chest. "I swear on my god Isengrim. If it doesn’t work, I’ll stop bothering you." 
 
    "Deal!" Victor jumped on the opportunity before she changed her mind. Finally, an exit was in sight. Just one date, and it would be over. "Just a date, no breeding, after I’m done with the newest quest, but deal, deal, deal!" 
 
    "Yes!" Chocolatine replied, just as overjoyed. "You’re not going to regret it!" 
 
    It wasn’t like it could end anything but badly, but he would live with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3: The Ballad of Jolie Dragon 
 
    "Uncle Vainqueur!" Jolie rejoiced, as the Emperor of All landed in her open lair with his chief of staff. "You’ve come!" 
 
    "Jolie, how beautiful you are today!" Vainqueur scratched his niece between the horns as he did back when she was a dragonling, making her wriggle in pleasure. She had grown fatter on demon meat, just like him. "Who is my favorite dragon, after me? You are!" 
 
    Vainqueur remembered promising himself to rampage in Maure’s flying demon farm, back when he had confronted that grasshopper for the first time. He had been recalled to his hoard before he could properly crush the moth and ravage his land, so Jolie had beaten him to it. 
 
    His niece, her minions, and Knight Kia had cleaned up the city the same way Vainqueur’s guests had with Murmurin, destroying most of the houses and leaving beautiful, flat ruins laying everywhere. Jolie had decided to celebrate by hosting a sitting party of her own, drinking a strange green liquid from an amphora. 
 
    "Hello again, Victor." Knight Kia drank her own tiny cup next to her griffon, giving one to Manling Victor. "You look like you need a vacation." 
 
    "And you look like you just came back from one," the Vizier replied. "You stormed out angrily last time I saw you." 
 
    "I still do not agree with half the things you guys allow in your country, but it was damn satisfying to put an end to Maure’s regime for good," Kia said with a happy smile. "I leveled up after we finished cleaning up this city of its last demons. Do you know how long it has been since I did? More than years." 
 
    "You didn’t gain a new level since defeating King Balaur?" Victor asked. "How many demons did it take?" 
 
    "Plenty," she chuckled. "The rest of the elves accepted to become Jolie’s minions in exchange for being spared." 
 
    "I gave them ribbons!" Jolie said. "Elf kittens are adorable with ribbons." 
 
    Vainqueur never understood the appeal of those grasshoppers among his kind. But he was interested in the strange, green liquid his niece consumed. "What is this?" 
 
    "It’s green herbal tea from the Jade Empire, further east," Kia explained. "I heard rumors their emperor sought guidance from a wise dragon." 
 
    "Of course, who but a dragon could properly lead a country?" Vainqueur said although he wondered why his kindred hadn’t become emperor himself. He must have been too occupied growing his hoard. Jolie gave her uncle a large bowl, allowing him to taste—and spit out—the drink. "Argh, it tastes like grass!" 
 
    "Tea is made with herbs, Your Majesty," Manling Victor said. 
 
    "Do you have cow milk?" Vainqueur asked his niece, who shook her head. "Sheep blood then? Any meat juice?" 
 
    "Have you found the Apple?" Manling Victor asked his kindred while Vainqueur complained about the lack of edible drink, who shook her head. "So Melodieuse still has it. That spells trouble." 
 
    "Unfortunately, she could be anywhere in the world. Unlike most fomors, she can pass for a human easily enough even without magic." 
 
    "She smells like the rest of her fairy kind, no matter how she looks," Vainqueur replied. "I will eat her after this Blue Rose Legion. I will avenge slights in order of personal importance." 
 
    "Thank you, my liege," Victor replied with obsequiousness. "I’m glad to hear you put my actual death right behind your fake one." 
 
    "That is because I care," Vainqueur replied with a satisfied nod. 
 
    "Since she’s obviously planning against Gardemagne, and now your country, Melodieuse will probably make the first move," Kia said. "Nostredame told me her magical might surpassed his own, so she is not to be underestimated." 
 
    Vainqueur snorted. That fairy had hidden behind her minions, the same way Maure had. He was not impressed. 
 
    "I will protect you, Kia," Jolie promised the knight, apparently having grown fond of her as much as Vainqueur liked his chief of staff. "I will not let a fairy touch your strange head hair!" 
 
    "Thank you, Jolie. Likewise, I shall be your sword and shield." Kia turned to Victor. "So you’re going to challenge the Tower of Sablar? Not without me." 
 
    "Yeah, I would welcome extra muscle," Victor said, "The place is too dangerous for the other minions." 
 
    "It was the magical superweapon the cult of Sablar used to turn the old elf empire into a monster-infested desert," Kia nodded. "It is full of powerful elementals, magical entities, golems, undead—" 
 
    "No liches," Vainqueur said. 
 
    "Mummies. My old party and I considered challenging it before the final battle with Balaur since it contains ancient, powerful artifacts, but we never got around to it." 
 
    "Uncle Vainqueur, can I come?" Jolie looked at her uncle with her big teary eyes. "Pleaaase?" 
 
    "Of course, Jolie," Vainqueur nodded, eager to impress his niece with his adventurer know-how. 
 
    "Thanks!" Jolie said, approaching her head from Knight Kia. "Kia, you are so beautiful and strong and kind. Do you want to become my chief of staff? Pleaaaase!" 
 
    Vainqueur gasped, as Manling Kia hesitated. She looked at Friend Victor for guidance, the Doer of the Thing madly waving one finger to encourage her. "Jolie, I am very honored," Knight Kia said, "but I cannot accept." 
 
    "But I will put golden ribbons in your hair, and cuddle you!" Jolie pleaded. "We will be as close as uncle and Manling Victor! We’ll go on great adventures and rescue princesses together!" 
 
    "How dare you refuse my niece’s offer?" Vainqueur angrily browbeat Manling Kia, "Look at her. Look at her! She is the second most beautiful dragon in the world after me! Her scales are like rubies, and her eyes shine like gold!" 
 
    "I am very honored," Knight Kia remained obstinate in her mistake, "But I am a knight and your friend, not an assistant. Sorry, Victor." 
 
    "Manling Victor! Defend your profession’s honor!" Vainqueur ordered his minion. 
 
    "It has its perks when you get used to it," his lackey said, which wasn’t the passionate speech his master had hoped for. 
 
    In fact, it didn’t convince Knight Kia. "It’s nothing against you, Jolie. I consider you a friend, but I value my independence and dignity more." 
 
    "Your dignity? What greater honor can a dragon bestow upon a manling, besides making them their prized chief of staff?" Vainqueur complained. "My niece is too good for you, Knight Kia. You disappoint me so much." 
 
    "I will let you ride on my back!" Jolie insisted, making Vainqueur freeze in shock. "Like you do with your griffon!" 
 
    The Knight’s jaw dropped, as did Manling Victor’s. "Ride your back?" Kia and Vainqueur choked both at once. 
 
    "Yes! You will swing your sword while on my back, and I will roar ‘RAWR’ as I fly! Please, accept!" 
 
    "Riding… a true dragon’s back…" Knight Kia said nothing, glancing at her griffon, who glared back with jealousy. "I… I…" 
 
    "Jolie, no!" Vainqueur pleaded with his niece. He knew she was in a teenage rebellion phase, but this went too far! "You will confuse the minions about the food chain if you allow them to ride you!" 
 
    "Uncle, that is a backward mentality!" Jolie replied. "Allowing a minion to sit on your back is the true progressive attitude!" 
 
    "No, the proper way to socialize with a manling is to constantly remind them of their place; this ensures that they grow into responsible minions. Look at Manling Victor! Thanks to my proper guidance, he went from a purposeless thief to a half-dragon!" 
 
    "Oh, Kia can become half-dragon too?" This only encouraged Jolie. "A dragon riding a dragon would be awesome!" 
 
    "I… I am tempted but…" Knight Kia shivered at both her mount and Vainqueur’s glare, but her species shameful obsession with dragon riding prevailed. "Under one condition." 
 
    "Yes!" Jolie answered. 
 
    "NO!" Vainqueur roared. 
 
    "I do not want to be subservient to someone else, so… I will become your chief of staff if you become my squire… and let me ride on your back." Knight Kia’s griffon let out an angry roar at the betrayal. "I’m not abandoning you, Twilight! I will still ride you, I swear!" 
 
    Squire? Vainqueur remembered where he had heard that word, back in his first adventure with Manling Victor. "A squire is a kind of minion!" 
 
    "So, you will become my minion, if I become your minion too?" Much to Vainqueur’s horror, Jolie actually considered the terrible, insane offer. 
 
    "That way, our relationship shall be that of equals," Kia said. "We become partners, instead of master and servant." 
 
    "And by becoming a squire, she could take levels in a Knight class," Minion Victor said, making his master aghast. 
 
    "Minion Victor, do not encourage her!" 
 
    "What? Now that the cat is out of the bag, at least she should choose a good class." 
 
    "No niece of mine will ever become a minion!" Vainqueur insisted. "Jolie, if you let this… perversion of our ancient dragon institution happen, I will stop gifting you princesses for your Bragging Days!" 
 
    "But, but…" Jolie began to cry. "But Uncle…" 
 
    "No uncle, young dragonling," Vainqueur resisted this attempt at playing on his feelings. She would thank him for this when she grew up and matured. "The minion, or the princesses." 
 
    Jolie tearfully looked at her uncle, then at Knight Kia, and finally back at her uncle. 
 
    Hopefully, she had seen reason. 
 
      
 
    "She lets her ride on her back," Vainqueur said, crestfallen. "On her back, Manling Victor. Like a wyvern." 
 
    He watched Knight Kia ride his niece like a horse, as the two dragons flew through that damn desert searching for the dungeon. The sight of Jolie wriggling as Knight Kia raised her blade under the sun, reveling in her perversity, disgusted him. 
 
    "My niece…" Vainqueur kept complaining. "My niece, ridden by a manling…" 
 
    "Which you never allowed me to do," Manling Victor complained, following his master. 
 
    "And never will!" Vainqueur roared back. "See, this only encourages that kind of unreasonable comment!" 
 
    "Your niece is truly the Rosa Parks of dragonkind," Friend Victor replied, although Vainqueur did not understand the reference. 
 
    "The world must not know," Vainqueur ordered his minion. "You will keep this… this… this, quiet, until I can convince my niece to see reason. I trust you not to reveal this secret, alongside that of dragon mortality." 
 
    His chief of staff shrugged, as a great structure came into sight; Vainqueur briefly mistook it for a hill before approaching it further. Half buried into the sand, a twisted pyramid of black stone loomed over the dunes, dwarfing the Castle of Murmurin in size. A crimson crystal, which Vainqueur recognized as fairy work, shone at the tip of the structure. 
 
    The dragon may have considered this place as a nice lair, if it didn’t smell of fairies, dead elves, and ghosts. 
 
    "Here is it," said Manling Victor, paling at the sight. "The Tower of Sablar." 
 
    "Manling Victor, this is not a tower," Vainqueur replied. "This is a pyramid. I can tell the difference." 
 
    "Maybe the builders had a different name for it, I cannot say," his chief of staff replied, while Jolie and Knight Kia circled the pyramid looking for an entrance. "I heard it reached the stars at its height." 
 
    Another manling lie. That pyramid did not even reach the clouds. 
 
    As he watched his lackey fly, a thought crossed Vainqueur’s mind. "Manling Victor, since you have wings and a tail, can you now breathe fire?" 
 
    "I never could figure out how," Manling Victor replied. "I think I may need more levels in [Monster Knight] before I can achieve it." 
 
    "Guys!" Knight Kia shouted at them, Jolie having stopped flying in front of the pyramid’s left side. "Look!" 
 
    Vainqueur followed, and squinted. His niece faced a huge, dragon-sized hole in the pyramid. "I’m pretty sure this is recent," Knight Kia said. 
 
    "This is concerning," Manling Victor said. "A monster escaped from within? No, the stones point to something getting in." 
 
    "See, Jolie," Vainqueur taught his niece. "This is how I conquered the castle of the evil Furibon; by making a path instead of playing by the lich’s rules." 
 
    "My minion read me your book!" Jolie said happily. "The wealthy always win!" 
 
    "Indeed we always do," Vainqueur replied, flying into the hole to enter the pyramid. 
 
    Whoever had gotten there had done it the dragon way; crushing anything its path, smashing through walls, tossing marble elf statues to the ground, leaving only ruins in its path. Mosaics representing scenes of slaughter and mass manling sacrifices had been defaced, pillars overturned… 
 
    As he landed on the dusty ground and observed the chaos, Vainqueur couldn’t help but frown. The one responsible had demolished the decorations like a savage beast, even those which would complement his hoard. Reptilian and corpse-like creatures, whom the dragon assumed had been the minion keepers of the area, had been frozen in blocks of ice and stuffed on display. 
 
    "Wow," Manling Victor said, as Kia climbed down from Jolie to join them. "I think we’re late to the party." 
 
    "It must have happened yesterday," Kia replied after examining the scene closely, frowning. "Wait, have I missed a big battle again?" 
 
    Frozen minions… a beast with absolutely no artistic taste... 
 
    Vainqueur’s eyes widened as he realized who caused this. "No!" he shouted, rushing through the destroyed pathway while ignoring the others. "NO!" 
 
    Within seconds, he reached a large, rounded vault, which must have been the treasure room. The invaders had stripped it of everything of value, of every last coin; leaving only dust, a bandaged corpse, and a message painted on a wall in old dragonian. 
 
    ‘Guess who got here first and grabbed all the gold?’ 
 
    ‘With love,  
 
    Your social better, 
 
    Icefang.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4: Tomb Trouble 
 
    "This means war!" 
 
    The pyramid trembled, as Vainqueur’s roar echoed through the treasure chamber. In his fury, his tail hit a wall and caused it to shake. 
 
    "Your Majesty, calm down!" Victor pleaded before he could collapse the place on them. 
 
    "Ah, that takes me back," Furibon said from within his scythe. "I should not rejoice at the sight… but I do." 
 
    "You, shut up," Victor replied, while Jolie attempted to calm her uncle. 
 
    "Uncle, we can still find new treasure—" 
 
    "This is not about the treasure!" Vainqueur roared back, his niece cowering at his outburst. "This is a personal insult and challenge to my authority as the first, and greatest, dragon adventurer!" 
 
    As Vainqueur loudly declared the Third War of the Hoard on Icefang and ranted about his grievances to his niece, Victor noticed that Kia remained eerily calm. She was busy examining the mummy left behind by icefang, ignoring the dust falling from the ceiling. 
 
    "The mummy hasn’t risen," Kia said, after finishing. "They plundered the pyramid’s treasure room, but no mummy rose." 
 
    "So what?" Victor asked, before catching on. "Oh, I get it. If it was a dungeon’s true treasure room, then the corpse would have attacked or cursed the invaders." 
 
    "The Tower of Sablar was said to reach the skies, and this pyramid is smaller than other dungeons I visited," Kia replied. "The bulk of the structure is probably below us, with the room serving as a decoy to deter foolish intruders." 
 
    Icefang must have called it quits after grabbing the first batch of gold he could find; meaning there could still be treasure left behind. How did he knew Vainqueur would loot it soon afterward though? Something didn't feel right. "So there may be a secret passage, either in this room or the next." 
 
    Kia nodded, examining the walls Vainqueur hadn’t smashed. Strange hieroglyphs covered the murals, representing scenes of elves prostrating before a giant worm as it moved to eat the sun. Victor recognized the iconography as the symbols of Sablar, the worm god of time, destruction, and earth. 
 
    Allison had told him Sablar’s worshippers took over the elven empire which ruled the continent, before drying it out. The magical cataclysm they caused wiped out their entire civilization. 
 
    Could the pyramid be only the tower’s tip, with the rest buried under the sand? 
 
    A picture, so small that almost no one would notice, caught Victor’s attention. A skeletal beast surrounded by icy, chilling winds, whispered words to a pharaonic figure. An immense, pointed tower overshadowed them, the creature looking at it with a malicious grin. 
 
    "Vic, can you read the pictures?" Kia’s fingers trailed on dust-covered runes. "I don’t know the elf language." 
 
    "That is not elven," Furibon said from within the scythe. "That is R’lyehan." 
 
    The tongue which the Moon Beast used? In that case, Victor tried his hand at reading it, translating the words out loud thanks to his Perk. "The password is: Wormlike Apple." 
 
    The second he ended his sentence, Victor was swallowed by a flash of violet light. He had left the treasure room for… somewhere else. A place filled with such thick darkness, that he couldn’t even see his own hands. 
 
    "[Death Candle]," Victor cast, a ghostly will’ o wisp materializing in front of him, and illuminating the room. 
 
    A dark, closed room crawling with animated corpses. 
 
    Victor immediately raised his scythe to find himself surrounded by eight undead knights three times as tall as Kia herself; monsters wearing heavy armor thick enough to resist artillery fire, and massive swords which could easily cut horses like cheese. These monstrous beings glanced down at him, their crimson eyes shining in the darkness. 
 
    "A trap room," Furibon guessed, taking pleasure in his ‘owner’s’ impending trouble. "I had one but your dragon master smashed through it." 
 
    "Guys?" As no one answered, Victor readied his scythe, ready to defend his life. "You want a piece of me? Come at me!" 
 
    But they did nothing. 
 
    The knights stood there threateningly, observing him as if he were a prop. 
 
    "Hello? You aren’t going to kill me." No answer; the knights didn’t even move an inch. "Hello? Can you understand me?" 
 
    No answer. Either they didn’t care, or more likely, couldn’t. 
 
    They weren’t sentient. Fearsome automatons, but vulnerable to his [Deadfriend] Perk nonetheless. 
 
    "Okay…" Victor didn’t question his luck, glancing around in case the stone room had murals with other trick passwords; it didn’t. "Why didn’t Kia and the others follow? I blurted out the code out loud." 
 
    "You must say it in their native tongue," Furibon said. "Your Perk translated your words into R’lyehan, but your friends will not have the same privilege." 
 
    Come to think of it, why hadn’t Vainqueur summoned him back to his side? This being a trick room, maybe it blocked teleportation effects? 
 
    He would have to find his way out. Bugger. Victor walked out of the room through the only gate, the dead warriors leaving him be. 
 
    Victor found himself in an underground maze of stone stairs and corridors, kept in much better shape than the levels above. His will o wisp familiar provided him with much-needed light, guiding him around. 
 
    Rusted, steel golems dusted off the various rooms like workers, while undead warriors patrolled the area. Victor guessed that no sentient creature would stick around keeping a silent tomb after the first century, leaving only mindless automatons to defend it. 
 
    Unfortunately for the owner, time hadn’t been kind to the guards. Most of the golems had fallen into a state of disrepair, enough that some had collapsed and now crawled with their arms. Their design reminded the visitor of Rolo, and he figured the golem may have come from this stock. 
 
    While the defenses could have easily taken down any invader in their early days, Victor’s group could probably force their way through. 
 
    "Hey, can you point me towards the exit?" Victor asked one of the undead guardians, which ignored him. "Furibon, is there a necromancy spell which could take them over?" 
 
    "I would teach it to you if you had the tier level needed to cast it. These are Tomb Defenders, among the most powerful kind of undead to exist. A group of them could swarm and overwhelm a dragon." 
 
    Victor doubted they could take down Vainqueur unless in large numbers, but decided not to linger long, in case their programming could overcome his Perk. 
 
    After twenty minutes of wandering around the tomb though, he realized this would be easier said than done. The dungeon had many rooms, all of them identical and lacking in anything other than walls and space. He began to cut marks in the stone to note his path, and quickly realized he had walked in circles. 
 
    "Where is the treasure?" Victor wondered. "Hell, where are the decorations? Who would build a tomb containing nothing but stone?" 
 
    "You think the tomb of a cult worshipping entropy would care about post-mortem materialism?" Furibon taunted him. "Followers of Sablar do not value anything that does not come from the earth." 
 
    "Wait, you knew this tomb might have no treasure? And you said nothing?" 
 
    "I hoped that you and that dragon would die for nothing, is that too much to ask? Also, have you tried the second room on your left?" 
 
    Victor glanced in that direction, finding a room he hadn’t marked yet. He stepped inside, finding it to be slightly different from the others. 
 
    For one thing, a black sarcophagus laid in the center, covered with worm symbols and purple gemstones. Murals similar to those of the fake treasure room adorned the walls, alongside decorations such as canopic jars on pillars and scimitars. 
 
    One of the decorations contrasted starkly with the others by its brightness: a golden shield covered with gemstones, attached to the wall in front of the sarcophagus. Victor’s [Eye for Treasure] immediately identified it as a [Crest]. 
 
    "Trap?" 
 
    "Trap," Furibon replied. 
 
    Victor first glanced at the sarcophagus, in case it was a mimic or some other dangerous device. He warily knocked at the surface with his scythe, remaining at a respectable distance. 
 
    When no mummy rose to kill him, Victor turned to look at the crest, poking it with his scythe. Instead of causing the roof to collapse or the like, he received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Use [Crest] to break the Class ceiling? 
 
      
 
    "Uh, sure?" Victor said, expecting the item to break his level cap. Instead, the shield vanished with a flash of light, making him tense.  
 
      
 
    Crest used! You can now progress up to level 60! 
 
    For using a [Crest], you gained the [Crested] Personal Perk. 
 
    [Crested]: You moved up from ordinary adventurer to folktale hero. You can now access more prestigious classes. 
 
      
 
    No sooner did the Crest vanish, than a stone door closed the exit, trapping him inside. 
 
    Victor panicked, as the sarcophagus began to open from within, with a loud, squeaky sound. A chilling wind filled the room, bony, bandaged fingers seizing the edge of the coffin. 
 
    His scythe acting as his only protection, Victor found himself staring back at the most terrifying mummy he had ever seen. A monstrous creature clad in old, dusty green robes, with bones made of black obsidian. The bandages holding them together were scrolls covered with hieroglyphs; a funerary mask hid its skull save for two glowing lights in place of the eyes. The entity radiated malice and sorcerous power, the invisible pressure it released dwarfing even Melodieuse’s. 
 
    Victor immediately activated his Monster Insight Perk, to find the creature’s weakness. He was already fighting in an enclosed space, so he needed any advantage. 
 
      
 
    Akhenapep 
 
    Black Pharaoh (Undead/Eldritch) 
 
    Weak against Spirit, Life, and Holy. 
 
    Strong against pretty much everything else. 
 
    The great calamity of a previous age, and one of the superbosses of Outremonde. The Prophet of Sablar who ruled the southern continent from behind the scenes, before destroying it with a magical superweapon. Can cause sandstorms and quakes, raise armies of the dead, and kill you with a mean look. 
 
    Recommended party level to take him on: mid-80s. 
 
    Run, Forrest, run! 
 
      
 
    Mid-eighties? That was more than fifteen levels above Kia’s, let alone Vainqueur and him! 
 
    "Trespasser," the powerful being spoke with heavy words, the magic in his words making the room tremble. "Is it time to end the world?" 
 
    "No!" Victor blurted out in panic. 
 
    "Oh?" The ancient mummy sounded… confused, the power in his voice gone. Before Victor knew it, his confusion turned to annoyance. "Then scram, fleshbag." 
 
    The ancient terror laid on his back and closed his sarcophagus. 
 
    Victor stood there, astonished by the absurdity of the situation before Furibon drew him out of his trance. "Run, you idiot!" the lich said, panicking. "Before he changes his mind and destroys us both!" 
 
    Following the wise advice, Victor immediately attempted to bolt the hell out of the room, but the stone door hadn’t risen back up. He examined the hieroglyphs, searching frantically for any password which could teleport him out. 
 
    Unfortunately, before he could find a switch, the sarcophagus opened up again, Akhenapep rising back from it; a lot less dramatically this time. The mummy’s glowing eyes peered at Victor with a hawk’s focus. 
 
    "Wait, fleshbag," the mummy spoke, all the gravitas of his previous tone replaced with curiosity. "If this is not the end of the world, why are you there?" 
 
    That was a very interesting question… Victor’s mind worked furiously to find an excuse, the Black Pharaoh was clearly not very patient. 
 
    "Speak, fleshbag." 
 
    "I was… checking up if everything was fine!" Victor lied through his teeth. "See if you were still there and ready for the big day!" 
 
    "Ah." The mummy pondered his words, seemingly believing him. Victor thanked the gods for his Perks and their charisma bonus’ against monsters. "It is true that I have not woken up for centuries, but as you can see, I am perfectly fine." 
 
    "Yes, indeed," Victor nodded. "Since you are indeed perfectly and dangerously unalive, I will take my leave." 
 
      
 
    Charisma check… 
 
    Failed! 
 
      
 
    "Why the rush, fleshbag? Have you not faced many traps and guardians to reach me in the first place? Unless you have come for…" The mummy suddenly noticed the empty spot where the Crest used to be, "other reasons?" 
 
    Victor could have sworn the pressure had grown tenfold. 
 
    The Black Pharaoh quickly raised a hand, casting a spell faster than the chief of staff’s brain could compute. "[Epic Magic Scan]." 
 
    It took every ounce of willpower for Victor to keep a straight face, as phantom text appeared in front of the mummy. The pharaoh began to mutter something to himself, draining information from him at an accelerated pace. 
 
    "Victor Dalton. A strongly chaotic shade of neutral." It seemed legalizing necromancy and the Nightblades pushed his karma from goodish to chaotic. "A Red Dragon Monster Knight... Reaper, very good... and… Grand Vizier of the V&V Empire, and prophet of the Moon Man?" 
 
    Victor kept his mouth shut, as did Furibon, while the mummy finished reading his scan, the words vanishing. "Fleshbag, why is the Grand Vizier of some remote empire visiting my tomb?" the monster cast a quick spell to punctuate the danger, "[Greater Detect Lies]." 
 
    Okay, so… no trickery. 
 
    Maybe half-truths could work. He didn’t have to say the full truth, just avoid lying. 
 
    "I have come to search for the mythical artifact called the Bottle of Mot," Victor admitted. 
 
    The mummy nodded to himself, unsurprised. "I see how it is," the superboss said. "Necromancer, why did you not tell me your real reasons for waking me up?" 
 
    Play along, play along, play along! "Because you’re intimidating, and I thought you would think me for a thief. I had a terrible time last time this happened." 
 
    "I may be intimidating, but you will never usurp your emperor with this attitude. Nor do I recommend it yet. You may be just starting, or I assume you are considering your low level, but your mindset leaves much to be desired. I do not share my advice with every would-be cultist who knocks at my door." 
 
    … 
 
    Come again? 
 
    "It is not enough to wear robes, manipulate an emperor from behind the scenes, and steal souls to become a true Grand Vizier," the mummy continued. "You need a special mindset. You cannot imagine the number of advisors cut down by pesky paladins because they wanted to be emperor in place of the emperor; instead, you should make your emperor a powerless figurehead, so your enemies will blame him instead of you. Thus you can justify claiming power by removing an ‘evil ruler’." 
 
    The mummy sounded very patronizing, like talking to a child, but Victor didn’t dispel his misconception. 
 
    "Patience is the mother of victory. Your time will come. What matters is not to appear in charge, but to be. Step by step. I assumed your soul familiar would have taught you that." 
 
    "Victor has much to learn," Furibon said with an obsequious, servile tone, eager not to contradict the almighty mummy. "But he is rash and rarely listens." 
 
    "The student’s faults lie with the teacher, and I detect a lie in your sentence," the pharaoh rebuked the lich. "How many countries have you conquered yet, fleshbag Victor?" 
 
    "One," Victor quickly replied, the mummy clearly unimpressed. "But we’re just getting started!" 
 
    "Then clearly you need guidance. This should be the moment where self-righteous gods like Mithras or Seng empower a group of knights and peasants to cast you down. They have done so for centuries, and so they are very good at it. So you must be better, starting with the basics. Do your empire’s legions have face-concealing helmets?" 
 
    "Uh, no?" 
 
    "Good. Does your lair have air vents a gnome could crawl through?" 
 
    "No," Furibon replied, before pausing. "Do secret passages count?" 
 
    "There are secret passages in the castle?" Victor asked. "Why didn’t you tell me?" 
 
    "Because I h—" Furibon caught himself. "Because it wasn’t the time." 
 
    "You must do away with secret passages, except for escape routes," the mummy said. "This is the second stratagem. Next is the third stratagem, ‘Become an only child.’" 
 
    Victor wisely decided not to interrupt the creature, as it went on to deliver a full tirade about killing holy knight whenever possible, and the best methods to do so. The chief of staff hoped he could stall long enough for Vainqueur and the others to rescue him. 
 
    How long would it take? 
 
      
 
    ●      Two hours later...  
 
    "Stratagem thirteen, ‘the rule of fire.’ If you kill someone, especially a cunning rogue, shoot the corpse with a volley of arrows to be sure, then cremate it. Finally, disperse the ashes to the winds. That way, they will not rise to bother you again, as an undead or second born." 
 
    "Huh?" Victor asked, his curiosity getting the better of him. "Even if deities intervene? Asking for a friend." 
 
    "The more savaged the vessel, the harder the task, even for gods. Undead are cheap to make with the corpse intact; dispersed ashes are harder. Now, stratagem fourteen, ‘the law of no last request.’" 
 
      
 
    ●      Seven hours later… 
 
    "Stratagem fifty-two, ‘No secret passages.’ Have architects check your lair for any secret passage you do not know about, then collapse them." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "No secret passages," the pharaoh cut off Furibon. "One closely guarded route for emergency escape, and nothing else. A secret passage will be found and used by enemies to infiltrate your lair. Collapse or booby trap them, or both." 
 
    "Both?" Victor asked, scribbling notes on a scroll the mummy provided from his bandages. 
 
    "Have the passage collapse on the intruder when they reach the end. Then unbury the corpses, shoot them, then cremation. If one fleshbag is missing, assume it escaped." 
 
    "That is brilliant," Furibon said, impressed. "Why did I never think of it?" 
 
      
 
    ●      Twelve hours later, after a passionate lecture about political intrigue, conquest, managing minions, public relationship, magical research, and architecture… 
 
    "And so, that is why the fleshbags must be provided with an endless stream of mindless entertainment, so they stay docile. Cats are good. Cats are distracting. When the helpless masses realize you intend to conquer and then destroy the world, it will be too late." 
 
    "Amazing," Victor admitted, so enthralled by the lecture he no longer had to struggle against tiredness. So many ideas! "What about assassin rings?" 
 
    "As said in stratagem forty-four, only employ those who fight for money, so long as you can outbid the competition. Those who fight for fun give the enemy sporting chances or turn on you when they can no longer rein in their murderous impulses." 
 
    "But what if, hypothetically, the treasure is guarded by an immense dragon and cannot be used?" 
 
    The mummy pondered the question like a philosopher pondering a complex problem. "Offer them nobility titles. Do not ask them to work the land. Killers do not want to farm, they want to kill. A dog is a dog, not an ox. Each fleshbag in their place." 
 
    "Like what Gardemagne should have done with the Scorchers," Furibon added his viewpoint. 
 
    "The lesson is to avoid mercenaries and make them vassals instead. Make them work for more than money." The mummy nodded to himself, satisfied with the seminar. "This covers the ‘One Hundred Stratagems of the Grand Vizier’." 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For following a retired evil overlord’s seminar, you received the [Vizier Education] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Vizier Education]: You gain a +8 Bonus to your INT when dealing with manipulation, strategy, statecraft, magical research, or plotting against your liege. 
 
      
 
     "I got a Perk," Victor said. "[Vizier Education]?" 
 
    "Good. You have listened." 
 
    "Were you a vizier?" Furibon couldn’t help but ask, the mummy nodding. "I thought you were the last elf pharaoh?" 
 
    "I was. How do you think I became a pharaoh? I wormed my cult into the upper echelons of the empire’s structure, corrupted it from within, then created this great tower to dry out the land in Sablar’s name." The mummy cackled with malice. "I still remember my ‘master’s’ face when he realized the truth too late." 
 
    Yeah, the centuries in his tomb hadn’t dulled out his evil. But Victor was aware he lacked the power to confront that monster yet, and so kept his mouth shut. "So, um… thanks for the lesson?" 
 
    "You are welcome. Seeing you, all eager to plunder magical artifacts for power, reminds me of my lost youth." Akhenapep searched inside his sarcophagus, before handing Victor a beautiful, blue ceramic bottle covered with dust. "Here is the Bottle you were looking for. My minion is still inside." 
 
    Victor blinked. "Your minion?" 
 
    "Yes, Mot, my minion. The key to keeping him in check is to constantly remind him of his lowly status, in every conversation you have with him. Or else he becomes rebellious. I have no longer any need for his services, so I bequeath him unto you. If you are smart, you will never grant him his freedom. Now go." 
 
    "How?" Victor asked, pointing at the closed door. 
 
    The mummy looked at him as if he were an idiot. "Ask Mot," the undead replied, before grabbing the edge of the sarcophagus, "Now, fleshbag Victor, I wish you good luck, as one vizier to another. Tell the other cultists that I am fine, and that I will rise on apocalypse o’clock." 
 
    "Uh, sure, I will." 
 
    "Anyone else interrupting my nap ahead of time, I shall kill." 
 
    "Definitively will." 
 
    The mummy closed the sarcophagus, and Victor could have sworn he heard snoring noises coming from within. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For befriending and tricking an ancient dark lord back to sleep before he could cause havoc, you earned two levels in [Monster Knight]! You gained the [Slayer of Men] Class Perk! 
 
    +60 HP, +20 SP, +2 STR, +1 VIT, +2 SKI, +1 AGI, +2 INT, +2 CHA! 
 
    [Slayer of Men]: Your armed attack always count as [Manslayer] and inflict double damage to creatures of the Humanoid type. 
 
      
 
    "Does that bottle contain what I think it does?" Furibon asked. 
 
    Only one way to find out. Victor pulled out the bottle cap, a stream of black smoke erupting from it. 
 
    A small, tiny creature popped out; a bluish, miniature horned goblin with golden eyes. 
 
    "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAGHH!" 
 
    The small genie let out a horrifying wail, making Victor step back. "What the—What the Happyland?" 
 
    "Hundreds of years trapped in a BEEPing bottle!" The genie replied, as his screams turned to tears of relief. "I’m out. I’m finally out. It’s over… I have space now… space… oh, gods… hundreds of years..." 
 
    Well, things just became a lot more complicated. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    5: The Djinn in the Bottle 
 
    "SURPRISE ATTACK!" 
 
    Invisible thanks to his blinkblink ring, Vainqueur unleashed a mighty poke at a golem, turning it into scrap. His finger felt sore, having felled dozens of these puppets since he began searching for his missing minion.  
 
    So he switched hands, crushing an undead minotaur with his right index finger claw.  
 
    The tunnels had grown smaller and tighter the further underground Vainqueur smashed through, eventually leading them to an underground, crumbling mausoleum. The number of suicidal monsters eager to die to him, however, had only increased. Bandaged mummies, skeletal fighters, and clay golems had emerged from hidden chambers to swarm them.  
 
    Vainqueur would have loved nothing more than burning them with his breath but lacked the space to do so without harming his niece or take flight. What was it with architects refusing to make areas sized for his kind? 
 
    At least each of these warmups left a treasure behind, from gems to golden rings. Vainqueur’s [Born in Purple] Perk had returned to him, much to his joy.  
 
    Knight Kia, who had finally let go of her dragon-riding obsession to fight on foot, cut through hordes of ancient undead warriors like butter. Her sword shone like the sun, empowered by a glowing aura. Meanwhile, Jolie swallowed a bandaged elf corpse with her mouth, letting out a belch.  
 
    At long last, Vainqueur finished smashing the last of the golems, the mausoleum turning silent.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You earned a level in [Gladiator]. 
 
    +30 HP, +2 STR, +1 VIT, +1 AGI, + 1 CHA, +1 LCK. 
 
      
 
    "It’s getting harder as we go down," Knight Kia said, sheathing her sword. 
 
    Harder? No, tiresome, especially since he only got a level out of it. Vainqueur looked at the exit, finding it smaller than the previous. He could barely slip his neck through!  
 
    "They get tastier," Jolie said, her belly full of dusty undead meat. "Dry food is the best food!" 
 
    "I am not squeezing through a dusty tunnel again!" Vainqueur complained; he already had sand sullying his claws. "I will make a bigger one!" 
 
    "Your Majesty will collapse the whole floor on us if you do that," Knight Kia protested.  
 
    Vainqueur grumbled. While he would undoubtedly survive it and didn’t care if Knight Kia didn’t, he wanted to protect his niece.  
 
    "MINION!" Vainqueur shouted. "MINION! Get back here! I am not digging further down!" 
 
      
 
    Charisma check failed. You could not overcome the anti-teleportation effect. 
 
      
 
    "No one is more charming than I am!" Vainqueur replied. "Revise your poor judgment! Minion! MINION!" 
 
    His chief of staff popped up among his new treasures, a bottle in hand and with a new goblin minion.  
 
    "Ah, minion, here you are!" Vainqueur rejoiced, the system having finally recognized its mistake.  
 
    Both his minion and the goblin looked around, Vainqueur realizing that he hadn’t negated his invisibility. "Blink," he said, revealing himself in his full glory, the blue critter speechless at the sight. 
 
    "Vic, good to see you alive!" Knight Kia rejoiced almost as much as the dragon, before noticing the bottle the half-dragon carried. "You have found the artifact?" 
 
    "Yep, and here is Mot," Friend Victor pointed at the goblin following him. Seeing a dragon for the first time had floored the critter, who glanced up at Vainqueur in silence. "I see you didn’t waste time." 
 
    "When you teleported away, Vainqueur broke the ground which revealed pathways down," the knight told him. "We have gone down seven floors since." 
 
    "There’s a dangerous mummy waiting at the bottom, Akhenapep," Friend Victor said. "He’s very tough. In the eighty level league, according to my Monster Insight. I managed to talk him out of killing me, but the next one to wake him up will not share that mercy." 
 
    "This mummy is just as dangerous as King Balaur." Knight Kia sounded excited at the thought. "I knew there was something worth fighting down there. I will bring my whole party to finish him off." 
 
    "King Balaur?" the blue goblin, Mot, asked. "The first dullahan? He is still around?" 
 
    "Kia killed him," Manling Victor said, the goblin’s eyes widening in surprise.  
 
    "Pff, he was only the second calamity of this age," Vainqueur replied, puffing his chest. "Neither can this mummy compare to me." 
 
    "Oh, it is an elf mummy, right?" Jolie asked, salivating at the thought. "Where does it make its nest? Does it have friends?" 
 
    "At the bottom of the dungeon, in a hidden crypt," Manling Victor said. "Since Mot wished me up, maybe he can help us skip the floors." 
 
    "No I cannot," the blue goblin said. "No wish can negatively affect the creator of my bottle, Akhenapep. I cannot wish him away, teleport armies to his doorstep, or cause the tower to collapse. You will have to fight your way through." 
 
    "Also the tunnels are too small for dragons," Friend Victor said. "Unless we polymorph Your Majesty and his niece into smaller shapes somehow." 
 
    "Like what, a manling?" Vainqueur asked. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    ... 
 
    Vainqueur erupted into laughter until he struggled to breathe, making Manling Victor frown. "Good… good one, minion. Seriously, I am not clearing out a hundred floors again. We have the bottle, the quest is finished, and we need to get my new shinies back to my hoard. Time to claim my reward." 
 
    "About that," Manling Victor frowned. "The quest giver forgot to mention the content of the bottle." 
 
    "You said Mot wished you up?" Knight Kia asked. "Is it a genie in a bottle?" 
 
    "Yes, phenomenal cosmic powers and all, although not limitless." 
 
    "What kind of goblin is this?" Vainqueur asked, smelling the creature. The scent seemed disgustingly familiar but too faint for him to remember why.  
 
    "I am a djinn," the goblin replied, "I grant my master’s wishes." 
 
    "Like a chief of staff?" Vainqueur asked. 
 
    "Yes, except this one is blue," Victor replied with his strange flat tone.  
 
    "I can grant any wish from the owner of the bottle, within limits," said Mot. 
 
    "Like only three wishes?" Victor asked. 
 
    "You can make as many wishes you want, Master Victor, but I can only fulfill yours." 
 
    "A minion’s minion?" Jolie asked, looking at the goblin with her big, curious eyes, much to his discomfort. 
 
    "If someone wants to become my master, Master Victor has to transfer ownership of the bottle or be killed for it. Now that I think of it, if my master gets killed and then revived, maybe it would count as ownership transfer…"  
 
    "I am not paying millions to raise Manling Victor again," Vainqueur brushed the creature off. "What wish can you grant, chief of staff of my chief of staff?" 
 
    "You don’t want me to transfer ownership to you?" Friend Victor asked, ever eager to please his master. 
 
    "I am too good to claim my indebted minion’s hoard for myself." 
 
    "What wish can I grant?" Mot repeated. "Good question. But a better question would be, what wish can I not grant? My powers are great, but they cannot overcome those of the gods or powers which rival my own. Neither can I affect the entire world. A city I can manage, but nothing bigger." 
 
    "Can you turn a city into gold?" Vainqueur asked, suddenly very interested.  
 
    "Certainly, but no take-backsies. I cannot wish a previous wish away. I can make a wish which can counteract the effects of a previous wish though if you word it nicely. Finally, I cannot kill anyone directly, and no time-travel." 
 
    "Okay, let’s make a deal right there," Manling Victor said. "I’ve read the stories of your kind, and it would be better for everyone if you didn’t twist the meaning of our wishes." 
 
    "I would never do that, Master Victor," the goblin replied with a grin. "But what do you propose?"  
 
    "If you grant the wishes without nefarious side-effects, I will let you out of the bottle all the time, and I will consider wishing for your freedom." 
 
    "I’m not comfortable with the considering, Vic," Kia said with a frown, while the genie listened with a stone-cold face. "He’s a slave trapped in a bottle." 
 
    "Knight Kia, he is no slave, but my minion’s minion," Vainqueur replied. "It is the second most pleasurable experience his kind can ever know, after being my direct minion. He is free to do as I wish." 
 
    "I accept your kind offer, Master Victor," the genie said, showing his teeth. "In fact, I will gladly continue to fulfill your wishes after you free me, out of the kindness of my heart." 
 
    "Yeah… no offense, but I don’t really trust you right now," Victor said. "I’m not releasing you until after probation. Also, the quest giver Barsino wants the bottle." 
 
    "Yes, only the bottle," Knight Kia pointed out. "We can give it to him after releasing the genie first." 
 
    "I’m pretty sure he wanted the full wish-granting package." 
 
    "Master, what can this quest giver provide that I cannot top with a wish?" the genie asked, eager to stay with the better team.  
 
    "Exactly!" Vainqueur said. Minion subcontracting at its finest! "Tell me where these cursed adventurers are, now!" 
 
    The genie looked up at Vainqueur, then turned to Manling Victor for a translation. "Mot, I wish to learn the location of the members of the Blue Rose Legion, a disbanded adventurer company from Barin." 
 
    Mot snapped his fingers, a scroll magically appearing in his hand. He opened it, revealing a map of the continent and other landmasses that Vainqueur did not recognize. Four red crosses formed on the paper, dispersed across the world, a name picture above them. 
 
    "Each cross is one of them," Mot said. "I took the liberty to have them move on their own with the target, master." 
 
    Manling Victor grabbed the map, frowning as he examined it. "They’re pretty far apart."  
 
    "That one, Dextra, is in the Gardemagnian city of Noblecoeur," Kia said after glancing at it. "But the others are in other countries. The fallen Harmonian League to the east, the Winter Kingdoms to the north, and the vampire kingdom of the Nightlands." 
 
    The Winter Kingdoms. Icefang’s dominion. "Minion, summon them to this room," Vainqueur ordered. "So that I may eat them." 
 
    "They are too far away, and most too well-protected magically, for me to forcefully teleport them here," Mot said. "I cannot teleport someone from across the world against their will." 
 
    "What about teleporting us to them?" Manling Victor asked. 
 
    "Oh, good idea," Vainqueur nodded. "Can you teleport us back to my hoard as well? I do not want to burn fat by flying on the return trip." 
 
    "That wish I can grant, but I cannot teleport an entire army to their doorstep." 
 
    "I recognize one of the names," said Knight Kia, after examining the map more closely. "Garland Renoir, a high-level Scorcher. He and his mercenaries managed to escape to the east before the Shining Crusade could catch him. He still has a hefty bounty on his head." 
 
    Good. Vainqueur would get paid doing something he would have done for free. But first… "Manling Victor, can your chief of staff wish for a Crest?" 
 
    "I already found one down there, but good question," Manling Victor turned to his goblin, "Can you create a crest? Maybe a legendary one?" 
 
    "Trust me, Master Victor, while I so dearly wish I could," the genie said, grinding his teeth. "I cannot affect the Class System in any way. No free Crests, nor level, nor magical stat boost." 
 
    "Then can you—" 
 
    "A powerful divine magic protects Crests from being located through supernatural means," the genie interrupted Manling Victor, frustrated with the subject. "I am sure that part was intentionally meant to screw my kind over." 
 
    "You are disappointing, minion of my minion," Vainqueur told the djinn. 
 
    "Your Majesty, please don’t mock my debt-solving plan," Manling Victor replied. "Mot, you can create gold from nothing, right?" 
 
    "Ah. Ah, yes, wealth is easy. Magical items too." 
 
    "I can erase my debt!" Manling Victor said, before frowning. "You can create magical items?" 
 
    "Vic, this may be the reason Barsino wanted it in the first place," Knight Kia said, although she frowned suspiciously at the genie. "While not all that powerful, Mot’s powers have great military applications." 
 
    "Not all that powerful?" The genie glared back at the paladin. "Half of my limitations are because of this damn bottle! If you want real power, you will have to free me first." 
 
    "Can you summon princesses?" Jolie asked. 
 
    "Jolie, there is no bragging in having a princess delivered to your lairstep," Vainqueur reprimanded his niece. "You have to work to catch them!" 
 
    "But I want to have a princess tea party! I will put ribbons in their hair, I will wear a hat, and then we will laugh while putting our claws on our mouth!" 
 
    "In any case, genie or not, V&V is already unstoppable," Vainqueur replied. "Who won the two Wars of the Hoard? All I hear is that Friend Victor is now ready to start paying back his debt. Come to me, my chief of staff." 
 
    Manling Victor approached, Vainqueur putting a finger on his tiny head. "I, Vainqueur the Great, Emperor of Murmurin, Ishfania, and the Albain Mountains," the dragon declared, "bestow upon you the everlasting blessings of my golden Dynasty!" 
 
    "This doesn’t make any sense—" Manling Victor shut up, as a light surrounded him. 
 
      
 
    Through your [Dynasty] Perk, you granted a [Noble] level to your chief of staff. 
 
    Due to your minion’s status, his [Noble] class evolved into [Grand Vizier]. 
 
      
 
    "Now, Manling Victor, ask your minion to bring us home. I shall issue my first wishes atop my ever-growing hoard." 
 
    "So what will it be first?" Manling Victor asked. "Turning Icefang’s treasures to snow?" 
 
    Vainqueur gasped in horror at his chief of staff’s ruthless suggestion, as did Jolie. "Minion Victor, I cannot do something so horrible to a dragon, even my hated rival. He shall be humiliated, but I will first use my wishes responsibly. I shall start by destroying one of the greatest threats to dragonkind everywhere." 
 
    "Fairies?" Jolie’s head perked up, as did the genie. 
 
    "No," Vainqueur shook his head. "A foe more terrible, more insidious, more nefarious." 
 
    The dragon marked a dramatic pause, as all eyes looked up to him, before raising a fist to the ceiling. 
 
    "I, Vainqueur, will wish for the extinction of lead, until the end of time!" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    6: Interlude: God Game Night 
 
    The Crossroads. 
 
    Such was the nickname of Outremonde across the cosmos, for Earth’s twin was exactly that: a crossroads between various planes of existence. Heaven, Hell, the Elemental Planes... each had at least one gate leading to that world, hidden somewhere. 
 
    Ever since they had agreed not to make war on Outremonde directly, the twelve gods had each created a plane of their own and retreated there. Sometimes, they even shared one, such as Mithras and Leone’s abode in Heaven. 
 
    Among the most feared deities of Outremonde were the Dread Three, the godly triad of death, crime, and war. The collective nemesis of the shining Mithras, whom they opposed as mortals, the trio ascended together and remained friends even after divinity. When they gathered, blood was shed, wars started, plagues unleashed... 
 
    "Strike! It’s a strike!" 
 
    But more often than not, they just played games. 
 
    Camilla, goddess of death, vermin, darkness, and plagues, teleported into the Game Room to find other deities entertaining themselves without her. "You have started without me, traitors?" 
 
    An open space under a starry night sky, with the ‘ground’ made of clouds whom the gods could shape at will, the Game Room was the place where the Dread Three had fun, whether together or with guests. Her teammates hadn’t waited for her and started playing Shooting Star with the Moon Man and Dice. 
 
    The rules were simple: throwing comets at the heavens above and trying to hit something. Planets counted as more points than suns, since they were harder to hit. 
 
    "First strike!" A humanoid crow, the god Deathjester never left his home without his crimson harlequin costume—it helped hide the blood. Countless souls wailed from inside his scythe. "Which world did I hit?" 
 
    "Karcosa," Veran said. The dwarven goddess of flames, war, and machines hid herself beneath heavy, tank-like battle armor of her own design. Stilts allowed her to stand shoulder to shoulder with her comrade. "Jesty, don’t get your hopes high. We’re playing with uninhabited planets." 
 
    "Oh, phooey," Deathjester said, disappointed, before turning to welcome Camilla while the Moon Man narrowingly missed a sun. "Hey, Cam! You’re finally here!" 
 
    The goddess crossed her arms and glared at her old teammate. A dark elf vampire with skin black as night in life, crimson eyes, and white wavy hair, Camilla dressed in a form-fitting black dress with a low backside, which enhanced her voluptuous figure. She always had fashionista tendencies while a mortal, making up for Deathjester and Veran’s lack of style, and the trend continued as a deity. 
 
    "Come on, don’t give me that face, we’re just starting," Deathjester replied, before returning to the game. "Why were you so late anyway? You finally introduced AIDS to Outremonde?" 
 
    "For the thousandth time, I will not." Camilla rolled her eyes. She liked her mortal lovers too much for that, and she preferred supernatural diseases like vampirism. "And that was private business." 
 
    "I’ve been thinking all day," Deathjester continued to vex her. "If a vampire makes love to a living mortal, does it count as necrophilia?" 
 
    "You’re in an awfully disruptive mood today, Jesty," Veran replied, forming a meteor in her palm and throwing it at some solar system. Her comet missed the star by a huge margin, making Deathjester laugh. "Damn you, sun!" 
 
    "Of course I feel happy," the harlequin replied. "There hasn’t been this much chaos on Outremonde since the Century War! So many laughs!" 
 
    "Indeed." The last guest, the goddess Shesha, made herself known by teleporting in the room. "So many new opportunities." 
 
    Everyone already knew what, and who would be the talk of the night. 
 
    "Shesha, good to see you. Have you finally considered sponsoring the Undead Labor Trade?" Camilla asked, ever the politician eager to advance the cause of undead rights. "With the new policies of the V&V Empire, the Undeathstrial Revolution can no longer be stopped." 
 
    "I am still on the fence, considering the nefarious long-term side-effects of necromancy," the greedy reptile replied. "I decided that I will neither support nor condemn the trade. I leave to my worshipers to make the choice themselves." 
 
    "So each of your churches will decide on their own?" Camilla pushed, knowing she could convince a few to work with her. 
 
    "I don’t micromanage," Shesha confirmed. "It decreases productivity." 
 
    "Work, work, work," Deathjester complained, as the game ended in a decisive victory for him; none of the other deities had an aim worth a damn. Especially Dice, who didn’t have arms. "Relax, it’s game night!" 
 
    "Are we waiting for someone else?" Shesha asked. 
 
    "Nope," Deathjester replied. "I sent Mithras an invitation card with ‘Nightlands’ written on it. He didn’t answer." 
 
    Camilla laughed alongside her friend. As the deity of the sun, Mithras had never accepted that a vampire nation bordered his cherished Gardemagne. It didn’t help that the monarch, Orlock, had… peculiar beliefs as far as the sun god was concerned. 
 
    "Seven or so chapters to wait," the Moon Man said, eyes turning towards him. "Mmm? What did I say?" 
 
    Deathjester shrugged, before crafting a table and chairs from the clouds. As the game master for the night, he invited the deities to sit. 
 
    As usual, only half the Pantheon attended the game. The more self-righteous gods, Mithras, Leone, Isengrim, and Cybele, preferred to play among themselves; and Mithras and the Dread Three couldn’t stand being in the same room anyway. Seng, the goddess of the sea, freedom, dreams, and alcoholism, usually got drunk with mortals while incognito. 
 
    And nobody in their right mind invited the destructive Sablar to that kind of game, ever. 
 
    Camilla sat between Veran and Deathjester, while Shesha sat between Veran and the Moon Man. While the same height, the gods would have appeared as giants to any mortal walking into the room, hills sitting around a plateau. Only Dice had elected to ignore the chair and hop on the table itself. 
 
    Camilla greatly enjoyed these opportunities to meet with her fellow deities. As the goddess of undeath, she did everything in her power so that her followers never passed on, allowing them to remain as ghosts, ghouls, or vampires. She thus had very little company in her realm, and usually resorted to hanging out with mortals in disguise. 
 
    "Okay," Deathjester began, summoning a vividly precise, animated board map of all of Outremonde on the table. The design on the board took a life of its own; mountains of stone rose from the paper, the oceans of ink began to flow, and the names of the various cities of the world shone above key points. "Tonight folks, we play Outremonde Civilization." 
 
    "Wartime edition?" Veran pushed. "Haven’t had a good one since the Century War, and I was too late for the Murmurin-Ishfania conflict. I want to test my new war golem on the field." 
 
    "It will be for the next game," the Moon Man said, before rambling. "When the four are one." 
 
    "No prophecies!" Veran shouted, but the ancient star abomination couldn’t help himself. 
 
    "Steel boots will trample marble ground, as purple roses show their thorns. Blades in the night, shields of darkness, and bloodstained roots." 
 
    "Great, just great," Veran sighed. "I guess I will figure out what you meant in a year or so." 
 
    "Aw, my friend, trying to figure it out is half the fun," Deathjester replied, ever the optimist. "The other half, screwing destiny over." 
 
    "No war," Shesha said. "War is bad for global trade." 
 
    A true warmonger, Veran insisted further. "But there are still fomors all over the world. Just a crusade, to finish them off. Or a border conflict. I can settle on one." 
 
    "Veran, don’t be greedy," Camilla told her teammate. "You introduced gunpowder and artillery through your Claimed champions last campaign." 
 
    "I want to try new stuff!" Dice said. 
 
    "You dominated the Century War Campaign," Deathjester added. "Learn to share, Smally." 
 
    "Pfft, you say that because you have a field day with all the bandits and political assassinations that followed the war." 
 
    "As Shesha usually says," Deathjester cackled, "business is booming." 
 
    "Look, the fomors are dead set on exterminating the mortals, and they don’t have souls to feel regrets," Veran stubbornly clung to her position. While a warlike deity, she wanted her worshipers to rule a populated world, and not a silent grave. "I say we will never be safe until we wipe out every last one of ‘em. That Mell Odieuse is the new King Balaur, with teats. The best crowd control is death." 
 
    "She is protected by Sablar," Shesha pointed out. "The fomors are in no position to try anything big for at least another century, and the nations of the world are exhausted. It would be better for mortals to use the respite to build." 
 
    "Yes, and Vainqueur Knightsbane will probably confront her," Deathjester added, "Which my intuition tells me will be a very entertaining conflict." 
 
    "Who is up for a more peaceful campaign this time?" Camilla raised her hand, everyone but Veran doing the same. Well, Dice hopped, which still counted as a yes. "Sorry my friend, you are outvoted." 
 
    The dwarf crossed her arms while pouting. 
 
    The rules of Outremonde Civilization were simple. Each god could affect that world through three methods: guiding their followers, from priests to inquisitors; summoning Claimed champions or through their sphere of influence. While the gods could visit the mortal world, they held to a strict non-intervention policy after the last war between them… although everyone cheated when they could get away with it. 
 
    During War Editions, they usually set their worshipers against the others. The Century War had turned into one when the vile Sablar sponsored the fomors in their destructive rampage across Mistral, forcing the deities to settle on summoning and guiding champions to turn back the tide. Veran had had a field day using the war as an excuse to introduce new technology to the Mistral continent. 
 
    Overall, though, it had been a tense, brutal campaign. The mortals of Mistral had had a real chance of being wiped out, and only streams of summoned Claimed had turned the tide against King Balaur. 
 
    "First, before we begin, I want to address the flying elephant in the room," Deathjester said. "Dragons. As you all know, thanks to Vainqueur Knightsbane, long may he live, dragons have started to take levels, which is awesome and spices the game up, but also opened a whole can of worms. I think I know everyone’s opinion on it, but I got to ask: do we lift the ban on dragon reincarnation for this session?" 
 
    "No!" everyone said almost at once. 
 
    "Dragons are forbidden—" Dice added. 
 
    "Until the end of times, yes," Deathjester shuddered, alongside the rest of the deities. Camilla knew the god of crime had violated every single divine rule at one point, except that one. 
 
    "Thankfully, raw power alone won’t be enough to reach Valhalla," Shesha shuddered. "Nobody wants another… Incident…"  
 
    "Jesty laughed over it," Veran said. 
 
    "Yes, like at a joke so bad, so tasteless, it circled right back to good," the crow prince of crime replied. "Agreed then, no dragon Claimed allowed. Dragons priests are allowed though, alongside the usual divinely empowered classes." 
 
    "There are dragon priests?" Camilla asked, jealous she didn’t have one yet. 
 
    "Yes, one dragon, Icefang I think, tried to worship himself to access the class. Obviously, it didn’t work, but I wouldn’t rule out a dragon paladin showing up." Deathjester closed his eyes while fantasizing about it. "I hope one shows up. Mithras would be so mad about it." 
 
    "I suggest we play an Age of Discovery campaign," Shesha came forward with an idea, the gods listening, "Sea monsters have made it impossible for mortals to cross the oceans… until now. Some civilizations, like the Teikoku, Barin, and the Thaoten Empire, have developed archaic flight; Maure created one functioning aircraft; and dragons. If last campaign’s focus was a worldwide war, I suggest the next one be an age of adventure and exploration." 
 
    "Good idea!" Deathjester nodded. "I was getting sick of the Middle Ages!" 
 
    "I thought we were already moving out after the Century War," Veran pointed out. "With the introduction of artillery, undead labor, and the new classes the system created in their wake." 
 
    "Yes, but now we can enter the magitech renaissance," Shesha said. "I trademarked the name. A new age of entrepreneurship, treasure hunting, and global trade!" 
 
    "And then culture clash will lead to more conflicts down the line," Veran nodded. "I’m sold." 
 
    "How much?" Shesha asked. 
 
    The Moon Man, who usually went along with everything when he didn’t rant, nodded happily at the suggestion. "I want to play discovery." 
 
    "I agree too," Camilla said with a sly smile. As the Thaoten were an undead empire worshiping her, she and her church had a considerable head-start in the campaign. She could spread her cult and the joy of undeath across the globe in no time. 
 
    "Roll me!" Dice insisted. "Roll me for new additions!" 
 
    "Alright, alright, democracy has spoken, this century’s theme will be the Age of Discovery," Deathjester said. "We start with the Mistral continent, and Dice will take the first turn." 
 
    The dice hopped happily, while the other deities exchanged glances. As magic and luck incarnate, Dice’s rolling sprees always drastically changed Outremonde. Deathjester had taken to letting him go first, so the other gods could plan around or after the fallout rather than before. 
 
    "Here is the state of the world…" Deathjester cleared his throat, before taking a deep, narrator voice. He always had a gift for theatrics. "The Century War has ended, leaving the Mistral Continent forever changed. The dread fomors, under the protection of Sablar, retreated to Prydain and the Dark Forest to plot further destruction. The Harmonian League and the Midgard Republic fell, absorbed by the almighty kingdom of Gardemagne, the merchant empire of Barin, or the vampire theocracy of the Nightlands. To the north, the warlords of the Winter Kingdoms fight both dragons and each other for dominance. The wyrm emperor Vainqueur Knightsbane has conquered the land of Ishfania, renaming it the V&V Empire. While the war has ended, chaos and confusion reign. What do you do?" 
 
    "Roll for new magical weather conditions!" 
 
    "For each country?" Camilla winced in fear, as did Shesha. Both favored a specific country, the Nightlands, and Barin, respectively. 
 
    "Moon Man, since you have no favorite country, please roll the dice," Deathjester asked. The ancient moon beast grabbed Dice with a tentacle and threw it on the map. 
 
    Then the slaughter began. 
 
    "Barin, one! Global warming! Dry weather and fiery winds! Winter Kingdoms, four, cool weather and strong hail!" 
 
    With each roll, Dice introduced new effects on the map. A fiery sirocco moved towards Barin’s dominions in the south, much to Shesha’s frustration, while ice shards shredded the north of the map. 
 
    "Gardemagne, ten and seventeen! Nice summer to the south, acid rains to the north!" Deathjester cackled at the result; soon, clouds began to unleash green ink on some areas of Mithras’ beloved kingdom. 
 
    "Nightlands," Camilla winced, as Dice landed one its fifteenth face. "Fifteen, rains of blood!" 
 
    The vampire goddess sighed in relief, as crimson rain drenched her beloved vampire country. Luck smiled on her. 
 
    Which left only one country… 
 
    "V&V Empire, twenty!" Dice sounded overjoyed at the result, introducing an unknown weather pattern to Outremonde. "Rain of slime!" 
 
    Tiny green clouds formed above the former Ishfanian territories, raining slime creatures like water. Camilla hoped Vainqueur and his troops were hungry, because they would have a jelly feast for a meal. 
 
    "None of these are natural weather patterns!" Shesha protested. "You cannot rain jelly!" 
 
    "I’m a god, I don’t have to make sense!" Dice replied. "I say rain of slime!" 
 
    By the end of the turn, all of the continent’s weather had been altered for the season, Dice leaving the permanency of the changes to chance. 
 
    "Who wants to go next?" Moon Man raised a tentacle at Deathjester’s question. "The lord of madness has it. For fairness, we will play in a clockwise turn, and I will close the Mistral round. Moon Man, what do you do?" 
 
    "To confirm, I heard I had a prophet," the Moon Man said. "Does this mean I have a cult?" 
 
    "Yes, for the thousandth time, you have followers," Camilla replied, annoyed. The Moon Man forgot he had a religion almost every session, to the point he had the smallest pool of worshipers. 
 
    Sablar had more. When you were less popular than the god of destruction, you had to ask yourself questions. 
 
    "In that case, I order all of my followers to travel to the Moon." 
 
    A short silence followed the declaration. "Come again?" Deathjester asked. 
 
    "We’re playing Age of Exploration," the Moon Man replied calmly. "I ask my followers to brave the one true frontier, space. They will join my children on the Moon so that we can shake tentacles in harmony." 
 
    "Wow, you’re skipping a lot of intermediary steps there." 
 
    "This is great!" Veran had taken the declaration in stride. "I can introduce magical missiles in fifty years top!" 
 
    Deathjester sighed. "Will that be all?" 
 
    "My one true prophet shall lead my flock to the stars," the alien deity added. "I have spoken." 
 
    "Hasn’t Dice claimed that one first?" Veran asked. "You too, Shesha?" 
 
    "He’s easy," Shesha replied, who had claimed him too. Somehow, the way she worded it implied another thing entirely. 
 
    "Shesha, you go next," the crow prince of crime said. "Even if it will be hard to top the Race to the Moon, what do you do?" 
 
    "I order my church to invest in overseas travel," Shesha said. The most calculating and practical of the deities, she favored logistics over flashy displays of power. "To bolster the age of exploration, I increase the reward for exploring undiscovered areas. Since the monster-hunting market is overcrowded by the new dragon competition, exploration will become more lucrative." 
 
    "Boring, but nice," Deathjester commented. 
 
    "Then, I introduce paper currency to bolster the economy, starting with—" 
 
    "Already done." 
 
    Shesha made a short pause. "What do you mean, already done?" 
 
    "Manling Victor, Grand Vizier of Murmurin, is already plotting to introduce paper clips as the official currency of the V&V Empire," Deathjester replied. "It hasn’t been made official, but they started using mimics to print it. Emperor Vainqueur gave it the go, since he thought it would make less gold for manlings and more for him." 
 
    "How do you know that, Jesty?" Camilla asked, Shesha considering the news. "Have you been infiltrating that country?" 
 
    "Please," Deathjester pleaded guilty. "I have eyes everywhere." 
 
    "I knew that place would be interesting," Shesha said. "I increase all of my church’s investments in the V&V Empire, and I end my turn." 
 
    The next player was Veran, who, as usual, began her turn by ordering her worshipers to destroy the sun and Mithras. A would-be warlord trying to conquer the surface while a mortal, the Dread Three began when she hired Camilla and Deathjester, then freelance necromancer and assassin respectively, to assist. While the invasion failed, they had bonded over killing knights and stuck together as adventurers afterward. 
 
    "Next, I introduce a new kind of monster to Outremonde: the Lava Golem." As Veran spoke, a miniature of the monster, a monstrous titan of magma, manifested at the edge of the map, "Expected level to take on: fifty. Then, I special summon a Claimed with knowledge of making AK-47’s in the Winter Kingdoms." 
 
    A small, dwarf-shaped wooden piece appeared on the north of the map. 
 
    "Why are you summoning a person who can create this weapon in the country with the least resources to build it?" Shesha frowned. 
 
    "Because they are the most likely to use it," Deathjester replied. "They have a big dragon problem." 
 
    "About that, since dragons are now getting stronger, I think it’s unfair for everyone else," Veran added. "So I create and distribute new Dragonslaying loot items all over the world, and I inspire my clergy with the knowledge of how to forge more. I end my turn." 
 
    "As if it will do them any good," Camilla said with a knowing smirk, as her own turn began. 
 
    "Cam, will you introduce new undead again?" Deathjester asked, hopeful. "I suggest the dracolich. Please, take the dracolich." 
 
    "Lich is a class, Jesty, not a spontaneous condition," Camilla reminded her ally. Not that it worried her. Considering how fast dragons leveled up, it was only a matter of time before one succeeded. 
 
    What could she do though? Unlike Deathjester, who reveled in his terrible publicity, Camilla didn’t consider herself evil; she thought the world would be much better when everyone could enjoy mortal pleasures as an undead, instead of passing on. She had pushed for the legalization of necromancy, and after centuries, her wish had finally been granted. At this point, she only had to encourage and preserve the trend. 
 
    "Everything is already going well for me this session," she admitted. 
 
    "You’re not skipping your turn, are you?" 
 
    "Of course not, Jesty. I have my church officially recognize the V&V Empire; support their undeathstrial minion pension plan; and generalize it among my followers. Everyone will now gain the possibility to rise as a sentient undead, against a donation." 
 
    "Would you be open to multi-religion bundles?" Shesha proposed. 
 
    "Of course, but undeath will remain a fundamental right for everyone, as the key to happiness," Camilla replied with political-mindedness. "I will not budge on this." 
 
    "Cam, Cam, you’re mistaken," Deathjester said. "The secret of happiness is to kill everyone who makes you unhappy, and then one day you will be dead for good too." 
 
    Camilla smiled back at him. In spite of failing constantly, the assassin always maintained a positive attitude; he had never given up on his dream to kill Mithras, even after failing dozens of times. "Believe what you want, Jesty. I end my turn." 
 
    "Which leaves me," Deathjester hung back in his chair. His friend knew that the cunning rogue had arranged to go last, so he could see the others’ strategy first. 
 
    Which the trickster immediately moved to disrupt. 
 
    "I command the winds, to redirect the brunt of the weather changes towards Gardemagne," Deathjester said. "Can’t have my new favorite country suffer from slime depredation for too long. Then, for karma’s sake, I order my followers among the Nightblades to claim any dragonslaying weapon they can and distribute them to bandits across the world. Finally, I activate my trap." 
 
    Another piece of wood, this time human-shaped, appeared right next to Veran's own. 
 
    "I special summon a Claimed of my own in the Winter Kingdoms, and I order him to murder yours, Veran." 
 
    "What?" The goddess jumped on her seat. "Why?" 
 
    "Because of too many guns. And on these wise words, I end my turn." 
 
    And that was only the first continent. 
 
    They had seven more to go. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    7: Fool's Gold 
 
    It was raining jelly this morning. 
 
    Victor knew that there were moments in the life of a man, where the world didn’t seem to make sense. His life had stopped making sense long ago, so he only bothered with raising an eyebrow at the sight. 
 
    He had been busy mimic-walking Vainqueur Junior around town with a chain leash when it started. Colored clouds appeared out of nowhere, before raining green, blue, red, and white jelly monsters. Puddle-sized creatures of colored goo landed on the houses and the ground, each looking like a blob with two vitreous eyes. Victor used his [Monster Insight] Perk on a blue one, which released some residual electricity around itself. 
 
      
 
    Thunder Jelly 
 
    Type: Slime 
 
    Strong against Physical, Water, Acid, and Electric. 
 
    Weak against Earth and Magic. 
 
    A young slime with the ability to generate bio-electricity. While incredibly weak and vulnerable to most spells, their body makes them immune to physical attacks. Often used as dungeon cleaners or pets by bigger monsters. 
 
      
 
    The other slimes seemed to have different elemental affinities; the bodies of the red ones seemed perpetually on fire, the green ones dissolved matter on contact like acid, and a chilly frost followed the whites.  
 
    "Interesting, a new magical weather," Furibon said from within the scythe; by now Victor always carried it around for safety reasons. "Is it the start of a slime season?" 
 
    The slime let out screeching sounds which Victor translated as crying. 
 
    "Babies?" Vainqueur Junior said, with a hint of concern and affection. Oh, yes. Victor had forgotten Mimics were Slime-types. These creatures were Junior’s distant cousins. 
 
    Victor figured that in any other city, a rain of monsters would have been cause for alarm, but the citizens of Murmurin took it in stride. "Free food!" a gnoll merchant rejoiced, immediately moving to capture the slimes in bottles. 
 
    "Sweet, fire-starters!" a werewolf transformed into monster form to grab a fire jelly, probably to use it in his chimney. 
 
    Instead of the defense of a village against a monster army, the event quickly turned into a slime hunting party. Even Victor participated, albeit reluctantly, as his pet strained against its chains and forced him to move around. 
 
    "Babies!" Junior shouted as it grabbed the crying jellies with its hands, putting them on its back. The scene reminded an amused Victor of a mother hen putting chicks on its back for safety. 
 
    It was a pretty fun moment, if stressful, as Junior seemed intent on rescuing more slimes than the other citizens could capture. How long would that rain last— 
 
    "MINION!" 
 
    Victor found himself teleported to the temple district, leaving his chained pet behind to meet his master. Unlike the rest of the city, this area, located closer to the mountain, didn’t suffer from the rain yet. 
 
    "Minion!" Vainqueur angrily pointed a claw at the new Temple of the Twelve Gods under construction. The Church of Shesha, careful of the local population, had brought mostly beastkin workers from abroad to build the place, overseen by dwarf engineers. Built on a hill next to the volcano, the final design would put Haudemer’s cathedral to shame. 
 
    "It’s the new temple," Victor replied. The place was nowhere near finished, with only the main walls raised. "Why, you want it gone?" 
 
    "It looks taller than my statue in central square!" Vainqueur complained, incensed. A crowd of monsters and workers gathered nearby to look at the giant dragon. "No way this merchant con’s statue can overshadow mine! Fetch me Mot!" 
 
    Here we go again, Victor thought with a sigh, grabbing the bottle around his belt with his free hand which carried Junior’s chain beforehand. "Mot, come out." 
 
    The genie appeared in a puff of white smoke, his expression sorrowful upon seeing Vainqueur. "Oh." 
 
    "Minion of my minion, make the biggest statue of me that you can!" 
 
    "Another statue?" Victor could see the light in Mot’s eyes slowly dying out with each new wish, replaced by the familiar, empty gaze of a jaded veteran of Vainqueur’s antics. 
 
    "But one made of rubies this time," Vainqueur clarified. "So it looks crimson like my scales. Make it taller than that temple." 
 
    "Mot, please create a pure ruby statue of His Majesty," Victor said, sympathizing with the creature. So far, Vainqueur had mostly used the djinn for whimsical demands. 
 
    The genie let out a heavy sigh and snapped his fingers. A giant representation of Vainqueur slightly smaller than the Statue of Liberty, made of the purest rubies, stood in front of the new temple. It would have been an amazing, impressive sight… if Mot hadn’t represented the dragon ready to take flight with an arm extended like Superman’s. 
 
    Obviously, Vainqueur was too enamored by his own image to find the subtle ridiculousness in the sight; and the crowds were too amazed by the impressive display of magic to laugh at it. 
 
    "Make a smaller statue of my chief of staff next to it," Vainqueur added. "Onyx for the clothes, and lapis-lazuli for the skin." 
 
    "Do you have any use of my phenomenal cosmic powers outside of landscaping and making money?" Mot asked, increasingly frustrated. 
 
    "No," Vainqueur replied bluntly. 
 
    The genie made an exhausted face. While he had taken reimbursing Victor’s debt in stride, Vainqueur’s demands had slowly eaten away at his enthusiasm. 
 
    "A dragon does not rule a city full of dung," the Emperor declared. He had gone on a wishing rampage after visiting Murmurin for the first time since his month of seclusion, due to finding the place sub-par. "His land must be as shiny as his hoard!" 
 
    Victor had to admit that Vainqueur may have a hidden talent for architecture. After wishing away all lead in his dominion—Mot turning it to gold—Vainqueur had used the genie almost exclusively for landscaping: creating extravagant marble-paved roads, adding golden dragon statues on every street corner, and overall transforming Murmurin into an impressive capital worthy of a dragon emperor. 
 
    "I wish to rule a city of gems," Vainqueur ordered. "The shiniest place in the world!" 
 
    "Is that an actual wish?" Mot asked with a frown, Victor nodding. The genie let out a heavy sigh; like a condemned criminal resigning himself to his death. "I will grant it." 
 
    "I will leave you both to your landscaping," Victor said. "I have to catch Junior before it does something stupid, and then meet with Kia at Allison’s place." 
 
    "Minion, I changed my mind," Vainqueur said with a serious voice tone. "I do not want you to breed with Knight Kia. She is a terrible influence on my niece, and she will be one on you too." 
 
    "It’s fine, I’m taking someone else out to dinner tonight. Hopefully for the last time." 
 
    "Good, we shall go return the bottle to the quest giver tomorrow," Vainqueur declared, surprising both Victor and the djinn. 
 
    "You will?" Mot’s head perked up in joy. "You truly will?" 
 
    "A dragon does not go back on his word," Vainqueur replied with pride. "I said I would return the bottle to its owner, and I will. He shall get the bottle, and we shall keep you, Minion Mot. You shall never stop working for V&V, I swear it!" 
 
    If there was a picture for ‘absolute despair’ in the dictionary, Mot’s face would have had to be the top pick. Victor absentmindedly used [Monster Insight] on him, in case his species had some tricks up its sleeve. 
 
    ??? 
 
    The same result as Melodieuse. Maybe his Perk only worked on lower level monsters? 
 
    But then why could it work on Vainqueur himself? 
 
    Mmm... 
 
      
 
    After returning Junior and its newly adopted slime litter to the castle, Victor flew to Allison’s place. As Rolo’s mechanic, she shared a house with the golem and recently agreed to let Barnabas settle in her workshop. From outside, their workshop looked like a mad scientist’s haven, with robot parts littering the ground alongside gears, reservoirs of oil, and forging tools. 
 
    He found Kia waiting for him in front of an open garage, Allison, and Barnabas the troll tinkering with Rolo’s gears. "Sorry I’m late," he told the knight. "Got a few problems with the rain. I think we caught most of the slimes." 
 
    "I know," Kia nodded at a glass lamp above the garage’s entrance. A sleeping red slime provided the light. "They’re strangely cute for blobs of goo." 
 
    "Do you think we could produce an electric current with enough of them?" Victor asked, unsure if other countries had tried to tame them. 
 
    "You would need a lot of them, and they remain wild monsters," Kia pointed out. "A few alchemists tried to domesticate them, but most turned to powerstone study after the initial failures." 
 
    Then again, most civilized species lacked Perks useful for dealing with monsters, such as Victor’s [Monster Student]. If he had managed to tame something as alien as Junior, Victor thought he could still make use of the creatures. 
 
    "I haven’t found anything on djinns," Kia said, as Allison and Barnabas finished their check-up of Rolo, the golem flexing his arms. "You would think a species capable of granting wishes would have more lore about it." 
 
    "Yeah, I wanted to do more research on his kind before wishing for stuff, but Vainqueur hated lead too much to listen." At least he convinced the dragon not to wish anything too spectacular or sensitive for the moment. "I don’t trust him. Vainqueur wants to return the bottle to Barsino, and that would help us fact-check that map." 
 
    "I cannot say if it would be wise to give the djinn to Barsino or not," Kia admitted. 
 
    "Isn’t he a hero of the Century War?" 
 
    "Yes, but he only supported Gardemagne because he saw an opportunity to claim territory for his country. I met him once, and he struck me as cunning and charming, but also as an opportunist." 
 
    Still better than Melodieuse. Thinking of her… "By the way, I asked Mot to locate Melodieuse, and he came up short." 
 
    "So she is either using a pseudonym or blocking his power?" The paladin sighed. "Of course that would be too easy." 
 
    "Thanks, Barney!" Allison thanked Barnabas, as they finished working on Rolo. 
 
    "Been thinking about testing these new Agarthan gears for a while," the troll grumbled. "Advanced design, but shoddy work." 
 
    "I feel as good as new," the golem replied, before bumping a fist to the heavens. "Nothing can stop Rolo now!" 
 
    "Hi, Vic, Kia!" Allison welcomed them with a bright smile, cleaning her oil-stained hands with a towel. "What’s up?" 
 
    "I’m looking for love," Victor joked. 
 
    "In my garage?" she deadpanned back, Kia chuckling at the scene. 
 
    "Well, I gotta start somewhere," he replied, before turning to Rolo, "I visited a tower full of golems recently." 
 
    "The Tower of Sablar? That takes me back." So indeed, the golem Farmer had come from that place. "I received my first Crest when I managed to fight my way out of it. Is the vile Akhenapep still sleeping at the bottom?" 
 
    "I’m looking for supplies to help kick his ass," Kia confirmed, glancing at Barnabas. "Do you have any item effective against ancient mummies? Like rings protecting against Earth-based attacks?" 
 
    "I can forge an [Amulet of the Sandstorms]," the troll replied, eager to create new magic items. "High resistance to the Earth and Wind elements, immunity to the [Sandstorm] weather and its debuffs, and immunity to Curses." 
 
    "The Pharaoh enjoys the benediction of Sablar, for his crimes against nature," Rolo warned Kia, Allison frowning at his words. The poor state of Ishfania and the rise of Brandon Maure had been a direct result of Akhenapep’s magic. "Time effects do not affect him, and magical protections never resist him for long." 
 
    "I’m not attacking that monster until I have the team assembled and the perfect set-up," the experienced knight reassured him. 
 
    "Do you have information on his abilities?" Allison asked her golem friend. "You worked for him before achieving sentience." 
 
    While Rolo, Allison, and Kia discussed Akhenapep’s abilities, Victor turned to Barnabas. "I’m also looking towards upgrading my arsenal. Items which could help me heal Vainqueur in a fight." 
 
    Vainqueur had the physical part covered, but had no means of regenerating health. Since Victor could never match his master in sheer firepower, he thought he would better learn how to support him; and thanks to his new Perk, he should get a nice discount. 
 
    "Money first," the troll said. "You’re indebted." 
 
    "I was," Victor replied, before presenting him his purse, full thanks to Mot’s wish. "Here’s more than enough to satisfy you." 
 
    The troll blacksmith glanced at the coins but refused them. "Nah, I don’t accept fairy gold." 
 
    Victor blinked at the same time as Kia and the others, at the mention of fairies. "Come again?" the vizier asked. 
 
    "I don’t take fairy gold," Barnabas replied. "It is either cursed, fake, or blood money." 
 
    ... 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    Victor connected the dots. [Monster Insight] did work on dangerous monsters. 
 
    The Perk just didn’t recognize one specific kind. 
 
    "Vic," Kia quickly unsheathed the sword. "Mot is not a djinn." 
 
    Because djinns didn’t exist in Outremonde. They were another name for... 
 
    "Damn!" Victor immediately rushed outside, Kia, Allison, and Rolo following him. With all the wishes he granted for Vainqueur, it was only a matter of time before— 
 
    "AAAAAAAAAAAAAARGHH!" 
 
    Before Mot snapped. 
 
    His frustrated scream echoed through the city and with it a foul purple light. "[Greater Blessing]!" Kia immediately cast on herself, surrounding herself with a golden aura… 
 
    But the purple blast canceled the spell at once, instantly turning her and Allison into gemstone statues. Only Victor and Rolo remained unaffected. 
 
    Of course, Mot would take out the woman who defeated Balaur first. 
 
    "Allison!" Rolo paused in fury, before rushing towards the source of the scream. 
 
    The bottle's protective magic had protected Vic from the wish, and Rolo was an artificial creature with natural resistance to magic, but no one else was as lucky. As the two raced through Murmurin, they passed by citizens transformed into gemstone statues. 
 
    They found Mot in a devastated townsquare, busy materializing tons of gemstones atop Vainqueur and burying him underneath. The genie had already pinned the great dragon under a large pile of them, his Spell Purge unable to counter the effect. 
 
    "You like gems? You like gems?!" Mot snarled, with a twisted, maddened look on his face. The great wyrm would have easily crushed the 'djinn' in a fair fight, but he had been taken by surprise. 
 
    "MINION! Minion, stop—" Vainqueur shouted from under the enormous mountain of gems, more falling to drown his head. Even the almighty dragon didn’t have the strength to lift so many precious stones at once; the tip of his tail waved outside the pile, showcasing the emperor’s fruitless struggle to escape. 
 
    Mot glared at Victor and Rolo with contempt. "Ah, my ‘master’ and a traitorous golem. What a wonderful pair." 
 
    "Mot, what have you done?" Victor glared at the ‘goblin.’ 
 
    "Vainqueur wanted a city of gems," Mot said, with cruel glee in his empty eyes. "Now he has it. No more new statues!" 
 
    "Can’t believe you lasted only a few days," Victor taunted him. "I maintained my sanity for months!" 
 
    "Yes, when bound to that bottle, I may look like you, a lowly slave... but deep down in my frozen heart, I know who I am." His voice turned deeper, echoing with the sound of freezing winds. "An eater of men, the shaytan of legends..."  
 
    The goblin grew and changed until Mot wasn’t little anymore. His enormous shape, bigger than a mighty troll, overshadowed his ‘master.’ The creature seemed made of bones of ice, a skeletal eater of children with goat horns; the spine moved to attach itself to the bottle around Victor’s belt as if only half the body was allowed out. Two blue stars shining with malice replaced its eyes, as it glared at the vizier. 
 
    "A fairy lord of the fomors." 
 
    "The destroyer of the land," Rolo grumbled with a hint of terror. 
 
    "You’re the creature on the tower’s murals," Victor recognized it. 
 
    "The Tower magnified my powers until Akhenapep could wish the land of the elves dry dead," Mot said with a vicious kind of pride. "When you have wished for my freedom, when I can strangle the mortal children myself, I shall lay waste to the land and finish what Balaur could not." 
 
    "Yeah, smart to tell me that, never going to happen now," Victor deadpanned. "You should have played the long game. I would have released you if you had been on good behavior." 
 
    "I intended to, but found something worse than being trapped in a BEEPing bottle and providing gifts to mortals against my will," Mot said, glaring at the buried Vainqueur. "Serving that dragon!" 
 
    "I can wish for those turned to gem to become flesh again," Victor pointed out. 
 
    "I will make flesh out of your statues, so they become alive and eat you," Mot replied. "Or I shall make everything flesh, from bones to brain. Any wish you shall make I will twist, no matter how you word it. Unless I am set free." 
 
    Yeah, no way in Happyland. But if Vainqueur’s own [Spell Purge] could not suppress Mot’s ancient magic, then only another wish could counteract the chaos. The genie must have had a weakness of some kind. "You can’t kill people." 
 
    The monstrous fairy chuckled. "You would be surprised by what I can make you live through. So? Deal, or agony?" 
 
    An idea crossed Victor’s mind. "Okay. Let’s make a contract." 
 
    "Yes, wish for my freedom, and I shall—" 
 
    "No, I mean a written contract." Overseen by the few evil creatures as good at twisting words as a genie. "I’m calling my lawyers!" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    8: Lawfu Fight! 
 
    "Good morning, Mr. Victor, Your Majesty." Malfy saluted the rulers of Murmurin, backed by two bug-like fiends in suits. The demon didn’t seem perturbed by the people turned to gemstones all around them. 
 
    "Hi, Malfy!" Victor waved back, inviting them to sit around a table Mot had conjured in the central square. The fomor glared at them with malice from the other end, his bottle in between them. 
 
    "Minion, I admit I have mixed feelings about the situation," Vainqueur complained, his whole body buried under a mountain of precious stones next to the table. Only his head and waving tail jutting out of it. "I hate fairy tricks, but my current situation is even comfier than my hoard." 
 
    "Why don’t you escape?" Victor asked. Since Mot couldn’t kill, Vainqueur could probably escape, if he tried to. Or so he hoped. Considering the genie’s malicious actions, the vizier had sent Rolo to attend to the trapped citizens around town, in case the wish had put them into threatening situations. 
 
    "That fairy being the greatest evil to grace my sight since Furibon, I cannot do so without melting or trampling the gems," Vainqueur replied, knowing his priorities. "This is the perfect trap for a dragon." 
 
    "As per our lobbying campaign, we will handle this on the empire’s behalf," Malfy said, presenting his lawyers. "This is Mr. Nick, and his partner Mr. Scratch. They have defended innocents as respectable as the Wicked Witch of the West, Dracula, and Fantômas. They famously obtained a dismissal in absentia during the Jesus vs Judas case." 
 
    "Self-defense," one of the lawyers said. "The key is always self-defense." 
 
    "Okay, so to explain the situation again, Mot here," Victor pointed at the fomor, "can grant wishes but twists them no matter how hard I try to word them well. He caused all the chaos around here and wants me to explicitly wish for his freedom in exchange for returning Murmurin to normal. However, if set free he will be allowed to kill with his wishes, and of course, he intends to double-cross us." 
 
    "Ah, I see," the first lawyer, Mr. Nick said. "You want to draft an agreement where you keep all the benefits of the previous wishes, remove the negative effects, and ensure that there will be no repercussions." 
 
    "I want to keep all of my statues," Vainqueur specified. 
 
    "Standard Faustian case law," the other lawyer replied, Victor not understanding their jargon. The fiend opened a briefcase full of documents. "We already prepared a first draft, according to your specifications." 
 
    "Can I trust you not to screw us over with the wording of the wish?" Victor asked, just in case. He had already set up his strategy with Malfy before arranging the meeting, but they remained fiends. 
 
    "Mr. Victor, I take this unlawful fairy competition in our core business very seriously," Malfy replied. "Mr. Mot also disrupted our plans and bottom line by petrifying Chocolatine. This is corporate war." 
 
    Victor almost considered reneging on the deal to keep Chocolatine off his back but brushed off those thoughts. 
 
    "If I cannot take revenge on this country, I will settle for the death of every first-born," Mot declared with mock kindness. 
 
    "First, we insist that you sign a non-disclosure agreement before beginning the negotiations." The demon handed a document to Mot. 
 
    "He turned everyone for miles into gems, and you want a secrecy agreement?" Victor frowned. 
 
    "Dear client, I assure you that this is part of our perfectly calculated strategy," the lawyer replied, Mot conjuring a feather and signing the NDA with frozen blood. "We will handle it." 
 
    "Can it be done before this evening?" Victor asked. "I have a very important date then." 
 
    "You consider me less important than a beastly woman?" Mot hissed, his pride wounded. "Perhaps I should turn you into a monster at nightfall, so you can never find rest." 
 
    "I’m sorry, but I’ve died twice, once after being impaled by an even more psychotic fairy than you," Victor replied. "After that, every threat feels like a letdown. Also, the joke is on you here." 
 
    "I will not raise Friend Victor again," Vainqueur repeated. "I almost died from a stroke last time." 
 
    "The matter will be settled in time for your date with Lady Chocolatine," Malfy promised, ever obsequious. 
 
      
 
    "I specify that ‘liberated from the bottle’ shall not be constructed as ‘liberated from living,’ as clause thirteen-five implies," Mot said, pointing a frozen finger at the second paragraph of page eighty-seven. "I want an addendum saying that I shall not be transferred into another container right after I fulfill the wish." 
 
    "Minion, I do not understand," Vainqueur complained, as the fiends edited the text in response. "Are we winning?" 
 
    "I dunno," Victor replied, but the lawyers’ frustration didn’t seem good to him. "How are things going?" 
 
    "His law-fu is powerful," the first lawyer admitted, speaking low so Mot wouldn’t listen. "Very powerful. But we can do better." 
 
    "I am about to do what mortals call a pro-lawyer move," his fiendish partner said, dramatically cutting off a word and writing another. 
 
    "I change the introduction line from ‘wish that you do’ by ‘wish that you shall.’" 
 
    "But this changes the entire meaning of the text!" Mot protested. 
 
    "You have the right to keep silent," the lawyer replied, the fiends at the table exploding into diabolical laughter. Victor merrily winced at their terrible sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    "And this agreement shall not allow, under any circumstance, the designated Mot, henceforth called ‘the wish granter,’ to torture, negatively impact, kill…" 
 
    "MINION!" 
 
      
 
    Vitality check successful! [Sleep] ailment negated. 
 
      
 
    "Ah!" Victor’s eyes snapped open before he could fall asleep. 
 
    "Stop lazing around!" Vainqueur said. "We are almost done!" 
 
    "We are?" The fierce battle of law, wits, editing, and contractual wordplay had lasted for hours until the sun had lowered in the sky; while Victor struggled to stay awake, the dragon had the willpower to follow the negotiations. 
 
    "We have agreed on a satisfactory four hundred pages compromise," one of the lawyers said, presenting Victor with a massive pile of papers. Mot was reading a copy. "We are currently reviewing its terms." 
 
    "The gist of it is this, the negative effects of the wishes will be removed, and the positives, such as your newfound full treasury and the emperor’s statues, will remain," Malfy explained. "Mot shall be set free, but will not be allowed to do anything harmful to V&V’s members, allies, and subjects for the next fifty years." 
 
    "You may live, but your kind will know death and suffering." 
 
    "But I can still kill the fairy?" Vainqueur asked, eager for payback. 
 
    "Doing so will void the agreement," the lawyer warned, while Vainqueur and Mot hissed at one another. "I would recommend that you make peace and forget this failed joint venture. Win-win." 
 
    "I don’t call letting him kill the rest of the world while sparing us a fair deal," Victor falsely protested, for the sake of his plan. 
 
    "It is not?" Malfy asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    "I would have preferred to kill you as well, manling," Mot said. "But this is the best you will get. I am not budging on anything else." 
 
    "I agree with my chief of staff, an outcome where I do not kill the fairy does not satisfy me," Vainqueur said angrily. "I am a dragon. My kind won the dragon-fairy war, I must defend my honor." 
 
    "What did you say?" Mot’s empty eyes turned into fiery stars. "You dragons did not win, we gave you gold so you would stop bothering us!" 
 
    "You granted us a gold tribute after your shameful defeat!" Vainqueur replied angrily, he and the fairy started to argue which version was the truest. 
 
    "Can you add an addendum where His Majesty and the fairy can duel each other without voiding the entire agreement?" Victor suggested to the lawyers, before turning to Vainqueur. If everything went according to his design, then it wouldn’t be necessary, but better safe than sorry. "Would that be alright?" 
 
    "Yes!" the dragon nodded. "Once the gems are safe and out of the way, nothing will stop me from feasting on his bones!" 
 
    "Fine!" Mot snarled back, as the lawyers edited the contract. "If you wish to join the cohorts of the dead, Vainqueur, I shall oblige!" 
 
    "There," Malfy said, handing out the final versions of the agreement to both Victor and Mot. "If that is satisfactory, Mr. Victor, can you make your wish?" 
 
    Victor faked reading out the front page, focusing on the empty space in between the sentences. "That sounds good," the vizier said, while Mot nodded. "Vainqueur is going to kick your ass, djinn." 
 
    "As if," the djinn replied. "Fifty years is the blink of an eye for a fomor, Victor. Your time will come." 
 
    "Then, Mot," Victor read the first sentence of the contract. "I wish that you fulfill this contract in full, to the letter." 
 
    "Finally, I waited so long!" Mot couldn’t restrain his glee, as he raised a hand to snap his fingers for the last time. "Your wish, and my freedom, is granted!" 
 
    With his finger-snap, Mot released a wave of magic which covered all of Murmurin; an energy pulse far mightier than the first one. Victor watched on with amazement, as the chaos around them ended as suddenly as it started; the petrified citizens turned back into flesh and bone, and the gem mountain keeping Vainqueur trapped split in two, as Moses did with the sea. 
 
    Much more worryingly, Mot’s spine escaped from the bottle, trailing a lower half with it. The skeletal fairy lord stood on two legs, dancing on his feet. "Free, free!" the creature rejoiced, unaware of Victor’s trap. "Free at last!" 
 
    "You will be free to see the insides of my bowels!" Vainqueur replied, the red dragon to extending his wings with a fearsome roar. 
 
    "If you like gold so much, dragon, gold you will be!" Mot snapped his fingers. 
 
    … 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    Vainqueur looked down at his claws, in case the transformation was gradual, before raising his head with smugness. "Hah! Punny fairy, I did not even need a stat check to ignore your attack!" 
 
    "I said gold you would be!" Mot snapped his fingers a second time, then a third. "Why is it not working?" 
 
    "Because your magic is no match for me," Vainqueur replied arrogantly. 
 
    "Actually, this is Mr. Victor’s doing," Malfy replied, the lawyers nodding. 
 
    "You?" The chief of staff couldn’t suppress a sly smirk, as Mot glared at him. "How? I checked the text for every loophole!" 
 
    "I know," Victor replied, Vainqueur having halted his threats to observe the scene, "While I hoped our lawyers might succeed, there was no way to trick someone as experienced as you with the wording alone. At best, they would bind you to a compromise we could have lived with. But I knew that as a cunning, paranoid genie, you would obsess on finding the complex loopholes in the text and miss the trap right on the front page. Letting you believe you could solve the aftermath with a fight wasn’t planned… but would have made for a nice back-up." 
 
    The genie immediately grabbed his copy of the contract, checking the fine print of the first page for a loophole. 
 
    "I noticed something, back in the tomb," Victor explained, as the genie failed to notice. "You couldn’t see Vainqueur due to his invisibility ring. That made me wonder if, in spite of your enormous power, you had limits. Since fairies are always bound by obscure rules in tales, I suspected fomors were no different. You had to end up trapped in a bottle somehow." 
 
    "Your point being?" Mot asked, annoyed. 
 
    "You can’t see the invisible words." 
 
    To punctuate his declaration, Malfy cast a spell on the contract. "[Invisibility Purge]." 
 
    Words appeared in-between the sentences, a hidden wish addendum which the fairy had unwittingly fulfilled. "After granting the wish detailed in this contract, the wish granter will lose all use of his powers," the genie read out loud, shaking with anger, "unless invoking the penalty clauses." 
 
    For a few delectable seconds, Mot remained mute in his shock and fury… and Vainqueur began to laugh. 
 
    "But… but…" the fomor let out a scream of frustration. 
 
    "Vizier stratagem fifty-four," Victor said. "You will not double-cross a being stronger than you are. Instead, you will set up things so they screw themselves on their own." 
 
    "I did not consent to this!" 
 
    "I wished that you fulfill the contract in full to the letter. It's not our fault if you didn't contest the invisible fine print. And as you said yourself… no take-backsies." 
 
    "Oh, don’t worry, we have been slipping fine print in our contracts since Happyland achieved independence from Heaven," one of the lawyers said with smug contempt. "You lost to the very best." 
 
    "This is fraud! This is fraud!" 
 
    "I guess we will have to ask the authorities to investigate your claim," Malfy gloated, as he turned to the chief of staff. "Am I right, Mr. Victor?" 
 
    "Case dismissed," the vizier shrugged. "We’re the government. It’s not fraud if we do it." 
 
    "Tricked by my manling!" Vainqueur taunted the fomor, too amused to attack. "As expected of my Vainqueurized chief of staff!" 
 
    Mot screamed angrily, tossing the table aside and attempting to murder Victor with his bare hands. Vainqueur, showing surprising speed, raised a hand to squash the fairy, but he didn’t need to. 
 
    Bound by his own magic’s letter, Mot ended up sucked back into his bottle. He vanished inside before a second passed, for good this time. "Oh, the hidden penalty clause," the first lawyer commented. "I did not think he would invoke it so soon." 
 
    "He should have read the fine print," Victor said, as he picked up the bottle back, "Now he’s never getting out again." 
 
    As he had suspected, Mot was bound by the rules of his own power.  
 
    "I am surprised that it worked," Furibon said from within the scythe, having observed the plan from start to finish. "I thought the fairy would not be bound by words it didn't notice." 
 
    "And I’m surprised you didn’t rat us out in exchange for freedom," his holder admitted. 
 
    "Trusting a fairy seemed as smart as turning a dragon’s hoard to lead." 
 
    "I’m glad you learned." 
 
    "Good job, Manling Victor," Vainqueur congratulated him earnestly. "Now we can send that bottle away from my sight and keep the gems." 
 
    Kia would be the most unhappy. She had missed another battle. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For skillfully tricking a fomor on behalf of your dragon master, you earned two levels in [Monster Knight (Red Dragon)]! You earned the [Master’s Shield] Class Perk. 
 
    [Master’s Shield]: as long as you are within fifty-feet of your master, Vainqueur Knightsbane will enjoy the benefits of the [Regen] Status. 
 
    60 HP, +20 SP, +2 STR, +2 VIT, + 2 SKI, +1 AGI, +2 INT, +2 CHA, +2 LCK! 
 
    By reaching level twenty in [Monster Knight (Red Dragon)], you maxed out the class! You can no longer take levels in it, but you gained the capstone ability [Fright Knight]. 
 
    [Fright Knight]: Technique, 50 SP. You exude a sinister aura for five minutes, forcing anyone perceiving you to succeed on a moderate difficulty Charisma check, or be afflicted with the [Terror] ailment and have their Strength and Charisma decreased by one stage. A successful save only negates the [Terror] ailment. 
 
      
 
    Well. Now they had defeated this enemy, Victor had to face a much more terrifying foe. 
 
    Chocolatine was waiting. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    9: The Dragon Wingmate 
 
    Vainqueur Knightsbane, greatest of all dragon adventurers, checked his travel bag, in case he had forgotten anything. 
 
    The map, to find his targets. 
 
    Three sheeps, for breakfast. 
 
    Enough coins to build a makeshift bed, on which he could sleep. 
 
    There would be enough space within to gather treasures he collected, alongside princesses, if he caught one on his journey. From his spot near the Devil District, the dragon glanced at his beautiful city, which his minions were busy restoring after the damage the fairy caused; it irked him to leave it and his hoard behind, even for a few days. 
 
    The thought of that cursed Icefang getting the lead on him infuriated him more, however. What if that silver lover caught the Blue Rose Legion before Vainqueur did? He wouldn’t stand another humiliation, especially not after the fairy fiasco. 
 
    But he would leave tomorrow. Tonight, he would be busy commanding his elite minions for a sensitive operation, the most important since the War of the Hoard. He observed the small crowd gathered in front of him, each aware that their life would be forfeited should they fail Vainqueur today. 
 
    "Scrap golem?" Vainqueur began to check his lackeys. 
 
    "The feast is ready," Rolo the golem nodded, having put on a white chef hat. "I have brought out my most precious vegetable and wine from storage, Savoureuse supplied us with the best cheese this side of Outremonde, and I can finally cook that Black Rabbit." 
 
    "I spared no expense," Savoureuse boasted. "My adorable Victor needs to settle down with the right, caring girl." 
 
    "I still think we should have gone with a vegetarian dinner, or at least stick to fish," Allison the dryad said, who had assisted the chef with the presentation. 
 
    "You cannot have dinner without meat," Vainqueur replied, incensed by the woman’s lack of culture. "Even if my minion is obsessed with that apple vegetable, his dragon half will demand raw sheep meat. Where is Chocolatine?" 
 
    "Already inside," Allison replied. "Malfy is coaching her on the proper script." 
 
    Vainqueur suddenly realized he should have done the same with his chief of staff. Too late. 
 
    As a reward for reimbursing his debt to his dragon master, and dealing with that damn fairy, Vainqueur had decided to personally make sure the minion’s mating ritual would go well. Manling Victor had proved helpless at reproducing on his own, but the dragon had been an excellent goblin breeder in his youth. He knew how a minion’s mind worked. 
 
    Sometimes, it hadn't worked out so well, resulting in minion wars and Vainqueur's policy against minion harassment. However, Manling Victor had proved himself the best minion he ever had. The dragon knew his friend would be responsible; and if helping him breed with Chocolatine was the only way his lackey to bestow his eggs on a while, then so be it.  
 
    "Kobold Rangers, are you all ready?" the dragon asked his favorite servants; even though they no longer counted as Kobolds, the name stuck. 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty," Red Ranger nodded, a banjo in his hands; each of the five carrying a different musical instrument. "Pink made us practice the songs." 
 
    "She wasn’t very enthusiastic about it though," Yellow said. 
 
    "Because… because…" Pink seemed to hesitate with the plan, much to Vainqueur’s confusion. "Because Lord Victor belongs with the Emperor!" 
 
    "Of course he does, he is my chief of staff," Vainqueur replied, confused by the ambient embarrassment among the Rangers. 
 
    "Don’t listen to her, Your Majesty," Ranger Black said, putting his foot on Pink’s. "She didn’t mean it that way!" 
 
    "I can’t silence the truth…" Pink struggled to find her words. "I… I even… I even wrote a book about it!" 
 
    She brought out a scroll, too fast for the other Rangers to steal from her hands. "Pink, you lied to us!" Red glared at her. "You said you would burn it!" 
 
    "I couldn’t! His Majesty must know!" 
 
    "I must know what?" Vainqueur wondered angrily. "Are you hiding things from me, minions?" 
 
    "Your Majesty, please do not read this!" Red panicked, as everyone looked at the scene in confusion. "This is… this is a cursed work, that should never have been committed to paper…" 
 
    "Minion Red, I am Emperor of all I see. I can handle any hard truth of my territories. Pink, tell me of this book, but be short. My minion will arrive soon." 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty," Pink Ranger opened the scroll, while the other rangers recoiled. "My Immortal Dragon, Chapter One: The Minion’s Wish." 
 
    From the first sentence on, Vainqueur started to feel odd. The world began to chill like the frozen heart of winter, and he sensed a sinister force crawling on his back with every paragraph detailing Manling Victor’s forbidden love for his master. The other minions shivered in dread, perhaps none more than Allison the dryad. 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! [Terror] and [Madness] negated! 
 
      
 
    "Oh gods, I…" Allison put her hands on her mouth. "I feel nauseous..." 
 
    "Is this how Manling Victor feels?" Vainqueur asked, even more terrified than the other minions. 
 
    "I know in my heart, that he does!" Pink Ranger replied. 
 
    That poor chief of staff… Vainqueur would have to let him down gently. "I will deal with this myself. Until then, follow my grand strategy." 
 
    Speaking of the devil, Vainqueur could smell his chief of staff coming. "Quick, in position!" the dragon ordered, the minions dispersing, while Vainqueur moved towards the entrance of Malfy’s newest casino, a den of iniquity and wastefulness. 
 
    Such a vile establishment… Vainqueur couldn’t understand why minions would risk wasting their hoard for nothing. Did they not appreciate their gold, the way a dragon did? If so then the Emperor would work tirelessly so quest givers would give him their coins to safeguard. 
 
    "Manling Victor," Vainqueur welcomed his chief of staff, as his servant landed in front of the entrance; two demonic bouncers nodded at them. 
 
    His friend had made an effort to dress brighter for the night. "Your Majesty, have you come for my deathbed confession?" 
 
    "Pink Ranger informed me of how you feel towards me," Vainqueur replied. "Which… I understand. Look at me. I am me. Everyone loves me on sight because I am good, smart and wealthy." 
 
    "What is Your Majesty saying?" the poor minion denied his feelings. "I do not understand." 
 
    "Minion, I cannot reciprocate your feelings for me. I know this hurts, but it is true. I owe this honesty instead of stringing you along." 
 
    "What the Happyland are you implying here?" Manling Victor remained in denial. 
 
      
 
    Are you sure you want to friendzone: Victor Dalton? 
 
      
 
    Yes. It broke Vainqueur's heart, but he had to. 
 
    "Minion, while you are my most valuable lackey and friend, but my one true love shall remain my hoard and myself. I am too important to share." 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! Victor Dalton now suffers from the [Confused] ailment! 
 
    You have successfully friendzoned: Victor Dalton.  
 
      
 
    "Okay…" His minion seemed devastated.  
 
    "But rejoice, tomorrow we go on an adventure together," Vainqueur cheered him up. "We will finally clear my name!" 
 
    "Yeah… I guess the next hour will suck, but it will be worth my peace of mind afterward." His chief of staff excused himself, walking into the casino with a heavy heart. 
 
    Poor minion. 
 
    Vainqueur activated his blinkblink ring and peeked at the summit of the casino, where the luxury lounge was located. The place had been emptied of everyone but Chocolatine, the staff, and the minions; Malfy had set a table where Sweet Chocolatine waited, having traded her usual clothes for a cow-leather dress. The Kobold Rangers had already started playing slow music, to put the minions in the mood. 
 
    When Malfy guided Manling Victor to the roof, he almost didn’t recognize the werewolf waiting for him. "Choc?" 
 
    "Hi, Vic!" She waved happily at him, before frowning at his lack of reaction. "Is something the matter?" 
 
    "Aw, I… I never saw you in a dress, that’s all." He sat at the table, as Malfy handed them the menu. Hidden from Manling Victor, the fiend slipped a detailed script in Chocolatine’s card. 
 
    "You know, Vic," Chocolatine began by reading the script, "It is so nice to have a date without background prejudiced comments." 
 
    "You’ve suffered from discrimination?" Manling Victor frowned. 
 
    "Yes, because I am a half-breed," she kept reading, "I’m half-monster, and half-monster." 
 
    "Uh… I… I didn’t know." 
 
    It hurt to watch, so the dragon decided to coach his minion. 
 
    "Psst…" Vainqueur put his head over the roof and whispered to Manling Victor. "Psst… minion…" 
 
    His lackey looked in his general direction. "Your Majesty?" he whispered back. "Are you invisible?" 
 
    "Show her your hoard…" Vainqueur advised. "Impress her with your hoard… show her your gold… she is poor, she will love it..." 
 
    Manling Victor’s face turned red. "Can Your Majesty not watch my execution? This is embarrassing." 
 
    "Yes, yes…" Of course, Vainqueur didn’t stop watching, but he moved his head away to let them talk privately. Malfy the Fiend, who could see the Emperor while invisible, joined him near the edge of the roof to watch. 
 
    "She’s opening with the half-breed discrimination feint," the fiend said, "I’m so proud." 
 
    When Savoureuse and fiend servants arrived to serve the first dishes, Chocolatine had closed the menu; but much to Tasty Malfy’s horror didn’t keep it at her side. In spite of the distance, Vainqueur’s picky ears allowed him to listen still. 
 
    "I’m sorry if I’m embarrassing to be around," Chocolatine said with a sheepish smile, "When I see someone I like I lose my way." 
 
    "You’ve never dated before?" Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Yes, but my brother always cut it short," she replied with a sigh, "I guess I latched on to you because you were the only one he wouldn’t chase away or eat. Besides your other qualities of course!" 
 
    "I’m not good at this either, to be honest," Victor admitted, "I didn’t have any close relationship back at home, outside of my family." 
 
    Her exchange with Manling Victor clearly wasn’t part of her coach’s plan. "She isn’t following the script," Malfy muttered to his invisible Emperor. "Why isn’t she following the script?" 
 
    "It seems to work anyway," Vainqueur replied, as Manling Victor’s dreadful expression slowly morphed into kind interest, as he and Chocolatine exchanged childhood tales. 
 
    "She is… actually being heartfelt?" Tasty Malfy didn’t understand the scene at all. "Or pulling a double-layer trap? I told her this was too risky." 
 
    Savoureuse slipped towards him with a scowl. "We have a problem. Kia is coming this way from the north." 
 
    "Heaven," Malfy guessed. "They are trying to screw over my lobbying campaign by sending Kia Bekele to disrupt the closing." 
 
    "I will not allow her to lead my chief of staff astray the way she did with my niece," Vainqueur replied, stealthily moving away to intercept the paladin. 
 
    He didn’t have to fly long. Much to his annoyance, Vainqueur found her riding his niece towards the establishment; Jolie had even taken to wearing armor matching that of Knight Kia over her perfect crimson scales! It took every ounce of his bottomless willpower not to go on a rant at the sight. 
 
    "Blink," Vainqueur declared, revealing himself in his full glory. 
 
    "Uncle Vainqueur!" Jolie rejoiced at the sight of him, which was almost enough to ease his anger. 
 
    "Miel told me Vic was facing an emergency," Knight Kia said, seemingly very eager to ruin everything. 
 
    "My minion is undergoing a pre-breeding ritual, and considering his poor track record, I shall not suffer interruptions," Vainqueur said. "It is handled." 
 
    "Pre-breeding? I thought he was the kind of guy to skip straight to the fun part…" 
 
    "Kia, do you plan to breed someday?" Jolie asked, making the knight wince. "I can show you my cutest minions!" 
 
    "I… thank you, but I will pass—" 
 
    "No!" Vainqueur shouted, unable to restrain himself. "You are not keeping Knight Kia as your minion! She is not chief of staff material!" 
 
    "Uncle, I take whoever I want as a minion!" 
 
    "I am right here, and I take issues with that discussion," Knight Kia pointed out, but the dragons ignored her. She sighed in disappointment. "Here I hoped for an emergency." 
 
    "Kia, you wanted to fight?" Jolie looked up at her minion. 
 
    "I missed a big battle," Knight Kia complained, disappointed. Manling Victor had given her the fairy bottle for safekeeping so she would hold up. "How is it that I missed a big battle again?" 
 
    "Because you are useless, and corrupt the youth," Vainqueur snarled at the manling, as he glared at his niece. 
 
    "Stop being mean to Kia, Uncle! She’s nice and kind!" 
 
    Vainqueur couldn’t believe that Jolie would talk back to her uncle. Clearly, he and Genialissime had spoiled her too much. "Jolie, you leave me no choice but to use my parental authority," he declared. "For letting a manling ride on your back and refusing to listen to your uncle, you are grounded! I am confiscating your minions and all of your elf dolls!" 
 
    "What? No!" Jolie’s eyes widened in horror since it was the first time Vainqueur ever punished her. "Uncle, you cannot ground me! I am a hundred and fifty!" 
 
    "As long as you share my lair and haven’t reached two hundred, you will do as I say!" It wounded Vainqueur deeply to discipline his niece, but this was for her own good. "So long as you allow Knight Kia to ride on your back, my punishment shall stand!" 
 
    Jolie began to cry, breaking Vainqueur’s heart... but he held true in face of her tantrum. When she grew older, she would understand. 
 
    "Look, what about we go on a quest?" Knight Kia tried to reassure Jolie. "We’ll go deliver the bottle to Barsino, and we secure the reward." 
 
    "A… reward of gold?" Jolie’s head perked up. 
 
    "You better have a bigger hoard to show for that bottle when I return from my own," Vainqueur grumbled, "I will allow you to finish that quest, but afterward Jolie, you shall not go out unless you see reason." 
 
    "Is it wise to trust Mot’s map though, considering its source?" Knight Kia pointed out. 
 
    "My chief of staff saw that any negative effects of this fairy’s meddling were erased," Vainqueur replied. "The map remained behind." 
 
    "So the information inside is truthful?" Knight Kia frowned. "Very thoughtful." 
 
    Of course. Vainqueur had started with sixty-four points in intelligence. Figuring this out was mere child’s play to him. 
 
    Kia convinced Jolie to stop crying and go on to deliver the Bottle of Mot back to the quest giver, with Vainqueur hoping this experience would teach his niece the value of upholding the food chain. 
 
    He returned to the casino under an invisibility veil to observe the ritual, and the results were decidedly mixed. 
 
    Manling Victor and Sweet Chocolatine exchanged words, in between consuming a marvelous buffet of sheeps, demon tomatoes, fishes, and solidified cow milk. The discussion grew slightly livelier over time, and Manling Victor even laughed at one point. 
 
    In the end, after they finished the meal, Manling Victor accompanied Chocolatine outside the casino, under the silent stares of the other minions present. As they reached the main entrance, they waved hands at each other and separated. 
 
    "So?" Vainqueur whispered to his minion, as Chocolatine left to return home. 
 
    "Well, we agreed to have a second date where everybody is not watching us. But it was nice. Nicer than I expected." 
 
    While his minion clearly wouldn’t reproduce anytime soon, the mating ritual would continue. Vainqueur considered it a success. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For sparking some shade of interest between two monsters, you have gained a level in [Dungeon Breeder]! You earned the [Monster Empathy] Class Perk! 
 
    +30 HP, +1 STR, +1 SKI, +1 CHA. 
 
    [Monster Empathy]: you can make a Charisma Check to improve the attitude of monsters toward you, making them friendlier. This ability works even on wild monsters such as Beast types. Monsters who hate you for a personal reason or mindless automatons such as golems will ignore the Perk.  
 
      
 
    "Minion?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Pack your belongings, we go on the hunt at dawn." 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    10: Quest Competition 
 
    It had been a long time since Vainqueur had visited the lands far east of the Albain Mountains.  
 
    The manlings called it the Harmonian League, or so his chief of staff told him. To him, they were just hunting grounds he had briefly visited before his hibernation. After the mountains and the nearby lakes, the landscape could be resumed as green, grassy plains, crossed by long manling stone roads or farmer fields. Groups of manlings and beastkin, whom Vainqueur assumed to be merchants, cowered at the sight of the dragon flying above them. 
 
    "Minion, where is this Garland hiding?" Vainqueur asked, growing bored with the lack of change in scenery. They had planned to tackle a few easy quests on the way, namely hunting the Badalisc Beast, eating bandits, and escorting a merchant caravan.  
 
    He had to make this revenge trip profitable. He wouldn’t let avenging his reputation get in the way of a nice reward.  
 
    "According to the map, he’s hiding at Lagon, one of the biggest of the fallen city-states." Unlike his master, he seemed to enjoy the landscape. "The League used to be a loose alliance of them until they betrayed Gardemagne for King Balaur during the Century War. Gardemagne and Barin ended up conquering their lands and splitting them in two." 
 
    That served the fools right. Never trust a fairy. "I can smell cooked manling in the air," Vainqueur said. 
 
    "The region is still unstable. While Lagon and the northern cities swore fealty to Gardemagne, they’re still quarrelsome. And since the local nobles make heavy use of mercenaries to harass their rivals’ lands, people like the Scorchers flocked there to find work and protection."  
 
    "Minion, I mean cooked manlings, with spice; not a burned village." Vainqueur recognized the scent, flying towards its source. He had an inkling to who was responsible, and it justified a detour. 
 
    As he expected, Vainqueur found his favorite cousin cooking meat around a large campfire, while a little manling ate a chicken nearby. "Genialissime!"  
 
    "Vainqueur, Manling Victor!" the other dragon rejoiced, as the Emperor of Murmurin landed next to the campfire. Much to Vainqueur’s confusion, he had started wearing a pointed, dragon-sized blue hat over his horns, like his cousin’s crown. "Good to see you! Have you come to visit?" 
 
    "No, but this is a welcome surprise," Vainqueur replied, before looking at the breakfast. 
 
    "I’m cooking bandits!" Genialissime replied, before offering Vainqueur a stick covered with juicy meat. "Do you want some? It’s claw lickin’ good." 
 
    "No, thank you, I have sheeps in my travel bag." Genialissime may have been a talented cook among dragonkind, but Vainqueur found manlings bland, even with seasoning.  
 
    "I guess our bandit hunting quest is toast, then." His own chief of staff covered his nose to protect himself from the smell of his cooked kindred, before landing near the other manling nearby. Both exchanged a frown as if they recognized one another. 
 
    "Henry?" Manling Victor said. The name jogged Vainqueur’s memory enough to remember the bespectacled Class Scholar from the stinking city of Haudemer. "Henry, is that you? You're alive?" 
 
    "Victor? Is that you? Are those real wings?" 
 
    "Yeah, I had a, shall we call it, a class accident." 
 
    "Fascinating…" Manling Henry muttered. "I knew some Monster Classes could change the user’s type, but I didn’t imagine [Monster Squire] would…" 
 
    "Oh, you know my class planner, Manling Victor?" Genialissime nodded in appreciation. "I have taken twelve levels in [Wizard] thanks to his guidance. He even found me this [Hat of the Aqua Mage] to bolster my spells!" 
 
    "You have a class planner too?" Vainqueur asked while bringing out his sheeps for breakfast. 
 
    "Yes, I figured that I needed a minion like your Victor, who could help me become the best dragon I could be. So I searched the cities whom you visited, dear cousin, and I asked them if they had a chief of staff in between jobs. Manling Henry immediately jumped at the occasion to serve me until the end of times." 
 
    "I… I made, through no fault of my own, a powerful enemy," Henry admitted. "I figured no one would dare attack a dragon, even someone with her reach. It also allowed me to pursue my research on dragon classes." 
 
    "As long as I am here, Minion Henry, none shall touch you," Genialissime reassured his chief of staff. "And if anything happens, I will go to a minion repairman to patch you up." 
 
    "Corpseling Jules," Vainqueur told his minion, who clearly didn’t understand the term. "A minion who can repair other minions if they break." 
 
    "You mean when they die?" 
 
    "Yes, when they break." 
 
    "Do you want some, Manling Victor?" Genialissime offered him a meat stick.  
 
    Manling Victor glanced at the stick with revulsion, clearly not a full dragon yet. "I have chicken," Henry said.  
 
    "Thank the gods," Victor muttered. 
 
    "My cooking is so good, nobody dares taste it," Genialissime replied with pride, swallowing the stick whole. 
 
    "Victor, I, uh…" Henry bit his lips. "I would like to apologize." 
 
    "For ratting me out to the Scorchers?" Manling Victor shrugged. "It’s fine. I got more than five levels out of it, and considering how they treated you afterward, I guess that makes us even." 
 
    Manling Henry did that? While the debacle with the duchess remained clear in his mind, Vainqueur had long forgotten how they dealt with those Scorchers. "So, Genialissime, which classes have you progressed in?" Vainqueur asked, eager to learn if one had made him richer.  
 
    "I have tried to take levels in [Crusader] on Minion Henry’s suggestion," Genialissime said. "So I could heal in battle. Since I am a dragon, and obviously unable to die, I brushed him off. Instead, my class planner ensured that I could progress as a [Wizard], increasing my intelligence." 
 
    "What was your starting score?" Vainqueur prodded, brushing away the shameful secret of dragon mortality.  
 
    "Square root forty-nine!" Genialissime said proudly.  
 
    Vainqueur breathed in relief. Lower than his own.  
 
    "I was actually considering Your Majesty’s newest options," Manling Victor said, as he bit in a cooked chicken. "Our last ‘battle’ made me realize that Your Majesty is optimized for combat and authority, but may need more utility Perks. I was thinking about a magical class like [Wizard]." 
 
    "I would say [Crusader] or [Priest] could supplement a dragon’s natural abilities," Manling Henry suggested. "But the person must worship a god." 
 
    Vainqueur scoffed, before pondering the matter. "Can I worship myself?" He did intend to become a god one day if only to get his money back; if he worked his way up with his own church...  
 
    "No," Manling Victor replied quickly. 
 
    "But I am worth it!" Vainqueur complained.  
 
    "Oh, can we worship our hoard?" Genialissime asked cunningly. "If they are shiny enough?" 
 
    "Worshiping money?" Manling Henry frowned. "I do not think it will work. In fact, the ability to tap into divine classes is what proves the deity’s divinity. If you cannot gain power by worshiping them, then they are not divine." 
 
    Mmm. A true hoard was too good for the heavens anyway. Besides, wasn’t [Crusader] Knight Kia’s class? Vainqueur would rather take any class that the corrupter of the youth touched first.  
 
    "Why not [Geomancer]?" Manling Henry suggested. 
 
    "[Geomancer]?" Manling Victor and Vainqueur asked at the same time. 
 
    "[Geomancer]. It is a Spellcaster Class that allows the caster control over the land, but its Perks need an enormous amount of SP. A dragon has so much in store it won’t be a problem. Genialissime told me you were ruling a country?" 
 
    "Yes, without taxes," Vainqueur replied proudly.  
 
    "[Geomancer] would be extremely useful then," Manling Henry nodded. "It can help with landscaping, agriculture…" 
 
    Vainqueur considered the matter. Casting spells wasn’t indragon, unlike being a merchant. "Can it make me richer?" the dragon asked the only important question. 
 
    "I definitely see a few ways it can," Manling Victor said, satisfying his master. "How can you access it?" 
 
    "How about we discuss it, while you tell me everything about your class’ evolution?" 
 
    "Deal," Manling Victor said.  
 
    While their chiefs of staff exchanged class tips, Genialissime turned to his cousin. "Vain, Jolie has set up lair with you, has she?" 
 
    "Yes, but I have her grounded," Vainqueur replied. "She is in a rebellious phase." 
 
    "Youngsters." Genialissime chuckled. "There have been worrying incidents recently, and I’m worried about her."  
 
    "Incidents?" 
 
    "A few younger dragons have gone missing while going on their first quests," Genialissime said, shaking his head at Vainqueur’s frown. "They probably had hidden disabilities, but Blightswamp won’t let our kids out of her sight now." 
 
    "Did you imply my niece can die?" Vainqueur replied.  
 
    "No, of course not. No corpses were found, so this may be something else. But with the number of disappearances, you have to wonder." 
 
    "I will keep an eye on Jolie." The Emperor shrugged, before worrying slightly. He had never imagined that his niece could die, and the thought suddenly filled him with dread.  
 
    No. He was worrying too much. She could handle herself, and while he disliked her, Knight Kia was powerful. Jolie was in safe hands. 
 
    What happened to these young dragons, though? 
 
      
 
    ●             Sometimes later, in the city of Milani... 
 
    "What do you mean, protecting the caravan is no longer a problem?" Vainqueur complained. 
 
    "We already have a dragon protector, Magnifique the Great," the manling showered a green dragon with praise, whom Vainqueur recognized as one of his guests.  
 
    "They offered to pay me forever as their ‘Don’ if I protected their city," the dragon rejoiced. "I can watch my hoard grow without doing anything!"  
 
    "I did that with my empire, they reward my benevolent leadership with cattle," Vainqueur replied, torn between happiness that he had inspired others to follow in his footsteps, and annoyance at being denied another quest.  
 
    "I am thinking about innovating in minion management," the dragon continued. "There is that law of silence I would like to try..." 
 
      
 
    ●             Later in the morning, the village of Lombardia... 
 
    "The Badalisc? Oh, thanks, but the monster has already been slain by one of your scaled kindred, and…" The village’s mayor showed his teeth, sweat falling from his forehead. "Uh, how to say it…" 
 
    "You don’t need more help?" Manling Victor asked as Vainqueur noticed that some of the houses had been set ablaze. It reminded him of that time he had burnt a forest hunting trolls. 
 
    "Not that kind of help." 
 
      
 
    "Minion," Vainqueur said, as they flew along the eastern coast. "Informing my kindred of the Class System may have had some unforeseen side-effects..." 
 
    "Unforeseen, Your Majesty?" Manling Victor replied with a flat tone. 
 
    "I expected my kind to be competent, but not this much!" Vainqueur complained. They had gone through five manling villages, only to find other dragons had solved every quest available there! 
 
    "Yeah, that’s the thing with adventuring, it’s an open market and it often dries up," Manling Victor shrugged. "And by now, I think going on quests might actually be counterproductive. We already have an unstable country to handle, and more than enough resources to exploit." 
 
    "Handling this, while I do the dragon thing of getting paid for tasting lesser creatures, is your job, minion." 
 
    "Yes, but that is work I’m not doing while adventuring with Your Majesty." 
 
    "Your presence is essential for my class progression." Besides, the one time he left his chief of staff without supervision during a battle, he had ended up dead. "Especially since I developed this [Dungeon Breeder] class." 
 
    "Your Majesty is not whoring me out. I have paid my debt already." 
 
    Vainqueur frowned at his chief of staff. "You can get paid for breeding?" 
 
    Before his minion could answer, a sharp spike of ice fell on them from the clouds. 
 
    "Minion!" Vainqueur warned his chief of staff, but the projectile was aimed at him alone. He quickly dodged it, glaring at the cloud it came from.  
 
    A detestable, familiar voice called out, as a winged white dragon appeared from the heavens above. "My social better, huh, Vainqueur?! My social better?!"  
 
    "Icefang!" Vainqueur snarled. 
 
    "You are not stealing my quest this time!" Icefang roared, claws extended. "Out of my way!" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    11: The Smartest Bandit in the World 
 
    As usual, both dragons opened their duel with their elemental breaths, Icefang unleashing ice, and Vainqueur a torrent of flames. 
 
    Of course, fire won. 
 
    Vainqueur’s flames pushed Icefang’s breath back, but the frost dragon skillfully dodged. The red dragon pursued him across the skies, knowing his rival wouldn’t stand a direct hit; he did notice that Icefang had grown faster and sleeker since their last duel, centuries ago. 
 
    "You may have become an [Emperor], Vainqueur, but I have leveled into the best classes this system offers!" Icefang raised his hands, manifesting star-shaped blocks of ice between his claws. "[Ice Shuriken]!" 
 
    He launched them at his rival, the projectiles moving in angles which Vainqueur himself couldn’t predict. The dragon disintegrated a few but had to fly around to dodge the others. 
 
    "[Otaku no Shunshin]!" Icefang joined his claws into a series of strange hand signs, his very body blurring. 
 
      
 
    Icefang’s evasion has increased by three stages! 
 
      
 
    "[Spell Purge]!" Vainqueur activated his own trump card, moving to catch Icefang in close combat and dispel his protections. However, his attempts to claw at Icefang proved fruitless; the slippery ice dragon danced around his blows like an eel. 
 
    "No magic, Vainqueur!" Icefang boasted. "All talent!" 
 
    "Stop!" Manling Victor shouted. "Please, stop!" 
 
    Vainqueur brushed off his chief of staff and prepared to blast Icefang from the skies with his breath, but his friend moved between the two rivals. "Minion! Get out of my firing line!" 
 
    "Your chief of staff is wise to surrender!" Icefang declared, interrupting his assault to gloat. "I am the wronged party there! Even your minion can see that!" 
 
    "Wronged party?" Vainqueur sneered. "What is my crime, being better than you? If so I confess!" 
 
    "Your taunts! You think I could forgive your insults to my social position?" 
 
    "What insults?" Manling Victor asked, constantly positioning himself so Vainqueur couldn’t attack without hurting him, much to his annoyance. 
 
    "His messages! Five times! Five times this month I try to complete a quest, only to find you," Icefang pointed an accusing claw at his rival, "stole the glory from me and taunted me about it! All of this because you couldn’t handle the immense overnight success of my adventurer company!" 
 
    The admission was enough to make Vainqueur stop… if only to laugh. "Success?" Vainqueur couldn’t believe the nerve of this poser. "You named it after the second most precious metal!" 
 
    "Silver is good enough to make up most of a hoard!" 
 
    "That’s impossible," Manling Victor interrupted. "His Majesty has been resting on his hoard for a month, and he completed only one quest last week." 
 
    "Resting on your hoard for a month? How could any dragon waste that much time?" Icefang sneered, proving to Vainqueur that he had absolutely no taste. 
 
    "That is a rich dragon thing, you cannot understand," the Emperor of Murmurin mocked his rival. 
 
    "Do you dare repeat this—" 
 
    "Your Majesty, High King Icefang, if I may—" 
 
    "It is High King President Icefang now, manling, with a capital H, K, and P," the frost dragon interrupted Manling Victor. "I can tell the difference." 
 
    "High King President Icefang, what was the content of the taunting messages?" 
 
    The frost dragon spat a block of ice to the ground below. "‘Guess who grabbed all the silver first? With love, your social better, Vainqueur!’" 
 
    Vainqueur frowned. "That was the same wording which you left in that pyramid." 
 
    "What is a pyramid, a place for paupers?" Icefang asked. 
 
    "You have not been to the dungeon in the desert?" Vainqueur asked for confirmation, more and more puzzled. 
 
    "Why would I go to a desert? It is full of sand, it dirties my perfect scales." 
 
    ... 
 
    ... 
 
    "Someone tricked you," Vainqueur taunted Icefang. "Shame on you." 
 
    "Well, Your Majesty, someone tricked both of y—" 
 
    "I knew it was a set-up, minion," Vainqueur reassured his chief of staff. "No dragon could be vile enough to deface an artistic mural, not even Icefang. Obviously, someone tried to disguise their crime against dragonkind by lying, poorly." 
 
    His rival scoffed. "You think I will believe this, Vainqueur?" 
 
    "Icefang, I swear on my minion’s head that I did not lower myself to insulting you." He was already ridiculous without the red wyrm having to do anything. "And I will never let him die again, so be assured that Vainqueur Knightsbane’s honor is goldclad." 
 
    "You, Slayer of Furibon," Icefang turned to Manling Victor. "Do you swear on your head that he is telling the truth?" 
 
    Vainqueur’s chief of staff looked at his master with intimidated eyes, before nodding at the frost dragon. "I swear. We don’t have anything to do with this, and in fact, I suspect the one responsible pulled a similar stunt on us." 
 
    "Mmm…" Icefang, while having poor taste, at least had the sense to recognize the truth. "Then whom could have slighted me? The messages were written in old dragonian." 
 
    "A fairy," Vainqueur guessed. "This would not be the first time they tried to divide dragonkind, and one attempted to ruin my Bragging Day." 
 
    "Melodieuse would be the obvious suspect, but something has been bothering me," Manling Victor said. "How can the responsible know Your Majesty would raid the Tower of Sablar?" 
 
    "Minion, that was no tower, but a pyramid," Vainqueur insisted. "I will not allow improper grammar in my chief of staff." 
 
    "High King President Icefang." Manling Victor marked a short pause at the name. "Why did you attack us now?" 
 
    "The manling adventurer guild informed me of an unclaimed bounty in this stinking city," Icefang replied. "That I could get paid by eating a certain Manling Garland." 
 
    "I will not let you, Icefang!" Vainqueur roared. "He is mine! He slighted me personally!" 
 
    "I reached this city first!" his rival roared back, claws extended. "Find another quest! The money is mine!" 
 
    "Please, great noble dragons!" Manling Victor put himself between them. "How about we settle this with a compromise? We get Garland, and in exchange, V&V swears off any quest in the old Harmonian League." 
 
    "What? Minion, you cannot suggest…" Vainqueur stopped himself, before pondering the matter thoughtfully. "Ah, I understand. Us fighting is exactly what the fairies want." 
 
    "Yeah, they probably set you up hoping one would kill the other, or that they could finish off the wounded winner." 
 
    If so, they had drastically underestimated Vainqueur, if they thought Icefang had a chance. "It is my duty as the noblest of dragons to take the high road," the Emperor of Murmurin declared. "So I will deign to accept this wise peace settlement until I can eat the true miscreant." 
 
    The frost dragon smelled a trap, but also an opportunity. "Mmm… I will deign accept this show of apology." 
 
    "This is no apology," Vainqueur glared at his one true nemesis. "I can get richer than you without questing in this land!" 
 
    "My company’s hoard has grown bigger than yours ever was!" Icefang lied brazenly. 
 
    "Laughable!" Vainqueur replied, his pride unable to let that slide. "And I will prove it! By the end of the harvest season, on the eve of Halloween, our adventurer companies shall compare their hoards, and mine’s shininess shall prevail over yours! The loser will recognize the winner as the greatest dragon in the world!" 
 
    "I relish the challenge!" Icefang accepted, before storming off. "You shall bow before my hoard, Vainqueur!" 
 
    Vainqueur seethed at his rival, watching him disappear beyond the clouds. "Manling Victor, I am proud of your plan," he told his minion, once Icefang out of earshot, "This is the perfect win-win scenario." 
 
    "Really?" his chief of staff raised an eyebrow. "I thought you would be mad." 
 
    "Of course not. If I cannot find quests, then this land is worthless to me. I will get my revenge, and that idiot gets nothing! I won twice!" 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For using your head and not falling into your enemies’ insidious trap, you have earned two levels in [Kaiser]! You earned the [Charged Attack (Dragon Breath)] Class Perk! 
 
    +60 HP, +2 STR, +2 VIT, +2 SKI, +2 AGI, +1 INT, +2 CHA, +1 LCK. 
 
    [Charged Attack (Dragon Breath)]: You can now charge your fiery breath, building up its power in your belly, before releasing a more potent version of it. 
 
      
 
    And that was just the cow on top of the sheep cake. 
 
      
 
    The manling city of Lagon was most uncommon. The manlings had built it on the water. 
 
    From what Vainqueur could see, the city had once been a hundred or so small islands, before the manlings linked them together with stone bridges. They further expanded into the sea by building stone platforms standing on wooden pillars buried underwater and even refashioned ships in disrepair into improvised buildings. While the dragon couldn’t for the life of him fathom why anyone would live with so much water nearby, he had to praise their design. 
 
    However, it took three tries before Vainqueur found a floating house that wouldn’t sink when he landed on the roof. The manlings should find better architects. 
 
    Thankfully, the citizens of this city seemed civilized enough to treat Vainqueur as the emperor he was and immediately agreed to give him both his target and a feast. They didn’t breed good livestock, but they had spicy tamed krakens. 
 
    His chief of staff, as usual, handled the translation with the locals while his master gorged himself on squids; citizens on gondolas regularly circled his own current ‘throne’ to look at him, with Vainqueur doing his best to look magnificent to impress them. 
 
    "Your Majesty." Manling Victor eventually came back leading a gondola carrying a mighty manling. This tanned, barbarian man towered above his chief of staff, and carried a cloak, a bag, and a heavy helmet. "I present you Garland Renoir, former member of the Blue Rose Legion, retired Scorcher, and currently a mercenary captain in service to the city of Lagon." 
 
    The condemned manling looked up at Vainqueur with sorrowful green eyes, while the dragon let out a belch after finishing his kraken. He hadn’t tried to run away—not that it would have helped— which saved Vainqueur the trouble of hunting him further. "I knew this day would come," he spoke with a grave voice, "Is it too late to say I’m sorry?" 
 
    "Yes," Vainqueur glared at this worm. "Your sin against me is unforgivable!" 
 
    The man winced, cowering at the dragon’s divine judgment. "How much then?" 
 
    "How much?" Vainqueur repeated while squinting. 
 
    "How much not to eat me?" the manling offered, proving himself the smartest bandit in the world. 
 
    Vainqueur scoffed at the manling. "You believe you can buy me to forget your vile deed? Me? You think a dragon’s pride is for sale?" 
 
    "Twenty thousand gold coins?" 
 
    "That does not even cover the cost of my flight, not to mention my hono—" 
 
    "Thirty thousand." 
 
    ... 
 
    Vainqueur marked a short pause, before turning to his chief of staff. "How much is his head worth?" 
 
    "Thirty-five thousand," Manling Victor replied. 
 
    "Okay, what about fifty-five thousand?" the criminal proposed. "That covers my bounty and the money I got from my old lie. Pretty good deal, huh?" 
 
    The dragon pondered the question. His pride was second only to his lust for gold… 
 
    "Sixty thousand, twenty cattle, and you will have to make a formal, public apology to me in front of witnesses," Vainqueur replied. "That is my first offer. The second is a trip to my bowels." 
 
    "Okay," Manling Garland immediately accepted. "I’ll take a bit of my company’s reserve fund, but I can scrap the money." 
 
    "Your Majesty, he is a Scorcher," Manling Victor pointed out. "He’s a wanted man before he murdered a baron and burnt his castle. Just saying nobody will miss him if you decide to eat him anyway." 
 
    "Look, pal, you think I wanted to become a bandit?" the other manling replied angrily. "You think anyone wants to become a bandit? You think I went to some school and said to the teacher, ‘when I grow up, I wanna be the best thief there ever was’?" 
 
    "You don’t have to be snappy about it," Manling Victor pouted. 
 
    "Times were hard, and my last employer didn’t pay me after I risked my life killing monsters for him. So I torched his place for the sake of my pride and took his stuff. Was that really ignominious?" 
 
    "I too have eaten a quest giver who would not pay me," Vainqueur said, sympathizing with a fellow victim of manling ungratefulness. 
 
    "I’m doing honest sea monster hunting work there, enough that the city’s people didn’t turn me in to the royal authorities," Garland continued. "I’m paying my debt to society. And I’m willing to pay the one I owe Yer dragon Majesty if you let me live long enough to do so." 
 
    "Since you offered reparation, I shall find in my heart the mercy you lacked," Vainqueur declared. "Because I am forgiving and merciful." 
 
    "Yes, but are you really going to let him go?" Manling Victor seemed to struggle with his master's decision. "Don’t get me wrong, I am all about the diplomatic solution, but this sounds unlike Your Majesty." 
 
    "Last time I forgave a thief and criminal, he became the best chief of staff in the world," Vainqueur replied. "If this one is truly sorry for the vile crime he committed against my imperial person and offer a tribute in reparation, then I shall grant him a chance to turn his life around. Killing would be the petty manling thing, and I am a noble dragon. I am forgiving and merciful." 
 
    "Oh, believe me, I’ve lived in fear since I heard you were back," the former bandit said. "I feared that either you or my old employer would track me down for my lie." 
 
    "I know the adventurer guild can be ruthless towards those who try to con them, but that was twenty years ago," Manling Victor replied. "They had completely forgotten about you until we researched your identity." 
 
    "Not the guild," Garland shook his head. "We claimed the bounty they put on Yer Majesty’s head, but that wasn’t why we went after you. Somebody hired us to first." 
 
    This caught Vainqueur’s full attention. "Explain," he ordered the manling. 
 
    "You want the full story? Guess I owe you that." Garland cleared his throat. "Two decades ago, I was an adventurer with my pals in Barin, one of the countries in the south; we were very good monster hunters. When our country Barsino joined Gardemagne in the Century War, the army hired us to help out against the fomors’ war beasts. The fairies and Brandon Maure fielded some nightmarish creatures, and they needed experts like us—" 
 
    "Manling, stop loving yourself," Vainqueur interrupted. "I know it’s your kind’s favorite occupation, but I lose patience at more than twenty-five words." 
 
    "Barsino crushed Maure’s forces and then marched through the Albain Mountains. We stayed in the area to kill monsters which could threaten the supply lines. That’s when someone approached us. Some freaky bard called Hamelin. The scary things he could do with his pipe… anyway, he had a job for us, with a big prize." 
 
    Garland marked a short pause, before going on further. "He told us a red dragon called Vainqueur Knightsbane hibernated somewhere in the mountains, but he couldn’t find his lair. He wanted us to find the wyrm, kill him, and then bring back his bones as trophy." 
 
    Friend Victor looked up at his master, who trembled with silent fury. Manling Garland hesitated to continue, but Vainqueur restrained himself for now. 
 
    "We managed to find your lair, but when we saw you sleeping… and just how enormous you were… we… we… how to say that..." 
 
    "You chickened out?" Manling Victor suggested, the wording making Vainqueur hungrier. 
 
    "We tactically retreated," Manling Garland denied his cowardice, while Friend Victor put a hand on his forehead. "We didn’t even touch the hoard for fear Yer Majesty would wake up." 
 
    If they had, Vainqueur would have eaten him on the spot. He gave this manling a point for showing the willpower not to touch his hoard; a temptation that even Manling Victor couldn’t resist. 
 
    "We couldn’t go back empty-handed, so our [Astrologer] located old dragon fossils in the mountains. We dug them up, falsified them, and then we pretended they were yours. We tricked the guild and Hamelin, seized the reward, and then scattered to the winds in case anyone caught on." 
 
    "How could you sully my name for money?" Vainqueur growled. 
 
    "The bard didn’t pay us with gold. He gave us top of the line magical items… such as this one." 
 
    The manling mercenary opened his bag, bringing out a strange weapon which seemed vaguely familiar to Vainqueur: a long, heavy iron stick with a barrel at the end. 
 
    Manling Victor seemed to recognize the item, his eyes widening. "Holy hell, that’s—" 
 
    "The legendary weapon [Kalashnikov]," Manling Garland boasted. "Neat weapon, huh?" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    12: Ghostbusters 
 
    The Nightlands were just as Victor had imagined them to be: dark.  
 
    Ever since the powerful vampire Orlock had cast a dark ritual over the land, the entire country had been trapped under a veil of eternal twilight. While it was noon, dark clouds obscured the skies and dimmed the sunlight. The flora on the ground looked twisted enough to survive in this kind of environment, from forests of black thorns to roses with eyes.  
 
    They had noticed a lot of giant bats and wolves on the roads below, as the duo flew further north; they didn’t seem to attack anyone though, making Victor wonder if they were vampires in disguise.  
 
    Every crossroad also had a small shrine dedicated to Mithras, and all villages had a statue of the deity. From what Victor had gathered, King Orlock believed the light god would grant vampires a reprieve from the sun if he made his country pious enough and stamped out all the ‘heretics’ he could find. The deity never answered the vampires’ prayers, but Orlock never got the memo.  
 
    Their inability to find a quest, and the revelation that someone tried to kill him in his sleep, had soured Vainqueur’s mood for the trip, making him crankier than usual. "Minion, are we there yet?" the dragon complained, as they flew over a castle straight out of Dracula’s Remake. He carried the bag full of Renoir’s coins and cows in one hand. "This place stinks of meat, blood, and garlic." 
 
    "The map says the next member of the legion is…" Victor stopped above a graveyard, between the castle and a nearby village. "There." 
 
    The chief of staff landed among gravestones, his dragon partner crashing loudly nearby; and unfortunately, their arrival immediately awakened the citizens of the graveyard. 
 
    An army of ghosts and wailing specters emerged from the gravestones in a nightmarish procession, swarming the dragon first with hate in their empty eyes.  
 
    Vainqueur slapped them. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened, and so did most of the ghosts’, as the dragon backhanded the closest specters as if they were mosquitos. "Your Majesty can slap ghosts?" the vizier asked, astonished.  
 
    "I have a Gladiator Perk for that," Vainqueur replied. "I am Vainqueur Knightsbane. I can poke everything." 
 
    The specters immediately collapsed into white smoke.  
 
    "Come back!" Vainqueur ordered, disappointed. "Give me treasure!" 
 
    Victor doubted ghosts would have dropped anything, instead checking Mot’s map. The document led him right in front of a random marble, gravestone. 
 
     Ming the Gnome.  
 
     1253 AM - 1296 AM. 
 
     Adventurer. Blood Dealer. Heaven+ Premium Customer.  
 
    "Your Majesty, I think our target is very, very dead." 
 
    "Then raise him, so I can punish him myself." 
 
    "I don’t think I can raise someone who has been dead that long," Victor said, as he read the tombstone. "He’s been buried for half a decade, and more to the point, he was insured." 
 
    "Minion, this place stinks of undead!" Vainqueur roared angrily. "Are you telling me we have found the only manling who didn’t have the sense to rise up after his inevitable demise?" 
 
    "A gnome." It didn’t calm Vainqueur at all. "So, what are we doing, Your Majesty? We return home?" 
 
    "Why would we?" Vainqueur replied, both frustrated and confused. "I lost twenty kilos flying all the way to this place, and except for my rightful settlement and new levels increasing my sweet stipend, we have no treasure to show for it! I will not come back empty-handed!" 
 
    "This trip informed us Your Majesty has a dangerous enemy after their head," Victor pointed out. "Renoir’s weapon was an AK-47, but my [Eye for Treasure] Perk told me it has been magically modified to never run out of bullets." 
 
    "Akawhat?" Vainqueur repeated, confused. 
 
    "A weapon from my world," Manling Victor continued, confusing Vainqueur even more. The vizier forgot his partner had never cared about Earth at all. "Like Maure’s Iron Eagle. What is the likelihood these incidents aren’t connected?" 
 
    "Of course someone is after me, minion. I am the greatest dragon in the world. Someone is always after me. Which is good, since it means free food is delivered to my doorstep." Victor could tell that in spite of his bravado, the attempt to kill the dragon in his sleep had infuriated him. "The question is whom? The fairies?" 
 
    "The more I look at it, the more I believe the fomors may have indeed planned this," Victor nodded. "They’re the main creatures with a vested interest in seeing Your Majesty gone, even before you gained levels, and Melodieuse gave Maure weapons from my world. That is the same MO as this Hamelin." 
 
    Of course, Vainqueur had no idea what a MO meant, but he was too proud to admit it openly. Victor had learned to notice when he wanted his partner to explain him things without asking directly.  
 
    "In both cases, the method was the same: giving advanced weapons to intermediates and let them dirty their hands." Victor had a few ideas about how they obtained those weapons but had nothing concrete yet. "I also think the Adventurer Guild may be implicated, or at least infiltrated. They’re the only organization which knew we would raid the Tower of Sablar—" 
 
    "Pyramid, Manling Victor." 
 
    "They’re the only organization which knew that we would raid the Pyramid of Sablar and that we would attempt quests in the Harmonian League." 
 
    "Manling Charlene betrayed me?" Vainqueur growled.  
 
    "I don’t think so, but I wouldn’t rule out that someone intercepts her letters." Especially since she sent reports to Gardemagne and has asked around to get information on the Blue Rose Legion. "But their ability to anticipate us suggests they’re watching us closely." 
 
    Vainqueur didn’t like the implications at all. "Friend Victor, are you suggesting that the fairies have infiltrated my minions?" 
 
    "It’s a possibility." 
 
    The thought filled Vainqueur with anger. "How can anyone be ungrateful enough to betray me, like goblins? After I allowed them to live?" 
 
    "It’s just a supposition," Victor replied. "But this is why I suggest we should go back. It’s getting harder to find quests the usual way, and while I left a semi-functional administration to handle things in our absence, the longer we stay away from Murmurin, the more we invite an attack." 
 
    Vainqueur thought about it long and hard. "No, Manling Victor. We are not turning back," the dragon replied, before explaining himself, "The Winter Kingdoms, where the next villain on my list lives, is also home to Icefang’s lair. While it is cold and dreary there, we will eat two cows with one bite."  
 
    Victor immediately caught on. "You want to investigate the local adventurer guild there, and find out who sent Icefang after us." 
 
    That… That was surprisingly well-thought. Sometimes he forgot Vainqueur’s intelligence score had steadily increased since they first met.  
 
    "And claim the settlement owed to me. It is not about revenge, Manling Victor, but something far more important. Money." The great dragon let out a yawn, as he put his travel bag on the ground. "We will go tomorrow. I am tired, hungry, and want to sleep." 
 
    "Here?" Victor would have preferred to sleep anywhere but in a graveyard in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    "You can sleep against my hot scales if you are afraid. I will keep you warm and safe like my gold." 
 
    "No, I’m f—" Victor stopped, as Vainqueur gave him the stare. "Okay, fine." 
 
      
 
    As usual, Vainqueur snored too loudly for Victor to get a good night's sleep. All he could do was close his eyes and straddle the line between sleep and drowsiness, his head against his partner’s belly. 
 
    Sleeping against Vainqueur felt strangely comfortable though. His scales radiated warmth, like a chimney, and it helped shake off the frosty night. Victor had realized he had become more sensitive to cool temperatures since he leveled in the [Monster Knight] Class, and taken to wear thicker blankets in his bed.  
 
    Thankfully, no one was stupid enough to approach Vainqueur, not even the dead. 
 
    "Hey. Hey. Psst." 
 
    Apparently not. Victor opened his eyes, finding a cowled, white-skinned man standing near him. The dragon’s presence hadn’t deterred him. 
 
    "Hey," the man repeated, showing his fangs. "You got blood?" 
 
    "Blood?" Victor repeated, drowsy.  
 
    "I need my fix, quick. The gov’ got my supplier after he spliced his blood with fairy dust. You can’t get away with nuthin’ nowadays." 
 
    Why did Victor always attract weirdos? It must have been the robes. "I don’t have blood," the vizier lied.  
 
    "You aren’t a dealer?" the vampire looked confused. "‘Cause you look the part." 
 
    Definitively the robes. "I’m not a dealer. I just want to sleep." 
 
    "You sure? ‘Cause I can pay good money for a sip—" 
 
    "I can’t sell my blood, it’s against my religion," Victor deadpanned. "Now scram please." 
 
    The vampire junkie cursed but scurried off.  
 
    Unable to sleep, Victor busied himself by checking his stats.  
 
      
 
    Victor "Minion" Dalton 
 
    Level: 35 (Monster Knight: Red Dragon 20/Reaper 14/Grand Vizier 1)  
 
    Type: Humanoid/Dragon 
 
    Party: V&V 
 
    ●     Health Points: 855 
 
    ●     Special Points: 300 
 
    ●     Strength: 30 
 
    ●     Vitality: 31 
 
    ●     Skill: 41 
 
    ●     Agility: 38 
 
    ●     Intelligence: 38 
 
    ●     Charisma: 38 
 
    ●     Luck: 35 
 
    Personal Perks   
 
    ●     Claimed by Dice  
 
    ●     Observer  
 
    ●     Deadfriend  
 
    ●     Romantic  
 
    ●     Claimed by the Moon Man  
 
    ●     Black Curse  
 
    ●     Channel Hellfire (Minor)  
 
    ●     Claimed by Shesha  
 
    ●     Crested  
 
    ●     Vizier Education   
 
    Class Perks 
 
    ●     Skeleton Key 
 
    ●     Eye for Treasure 
 
    ●     Scythe Lord 
 
    ●     Monster Kin 
 
    ●     Minion Trainer 
 
    ●     Monster Student 
 
    ●     Monster Lifeforce (Red Dragon) 
 
    ●     Monster Rider 
 
    ●     Animate Dead 
 
    ●     Necromancy II 
 
    ●     Helheim 
 
    ●     Soul Taker 
 
    ●     Mook Promotion 
 
    ●     Slayer of Men 
 
    ●     Is-No-Good 
 
    ●     Master's Shield 
 
    ●     Fright Knight 
 
      
 
    His Skill was his highest base stat? And here he thought his Luck had dipped in the negatives, but it was nothing to sneeze at.  
 
    He checked Vainqueur’s stats next. Instead of [Old Money], the starting Perk [Grand Vizier], [Is-No-Good], didn’t increase drops, but allowed him to constantly check his liege’s location and stats.  
 
    Why did the very essence of the class assumed he obsessed over his superior?  
 
      
 
    Vainqueur "Best Dragon" Knightsbane 
 
    Level: 38 (Emperor 12/Gladiator 8/Witch Hunter 10/Kaiser 7/Dungeon Breeder 1) 
 
    Type: Dragon. 
 
    Party: V&V. 
 
    ●        Health Points: 6,155 
 
    ●        Special Points: 1460 
 
    ●        Strength: 125 
 
    ●        Vitality: 100 
 
    ●        Skill: 35 
 
    ●        Agility: 61 
 
    ●        Intelligence: 29 
 
    ●        Charisma: 101 (+10) 
 
    ●        Luck: 61 
 
    Personal Perks 
 
    ●        Dragonfire Breath 
 
    ●        Fire Immunity 
 
    ●        Red Dragon Lifeforce 
 
    ●        Dragon Arrogance 
 
    ●        Dragonscale 
 
    ●        Super Senses 
 
    ●        Virgin Princess Radar 
 
    ●        Lesser Poison Resistance 
 
    ●        Deadfriend 
 
    ●        Taunt 
 
    ●        Crested 
 
    Class Perks 
 
    ●        Born in the Purple 
 
    ●        For the Emperor 
 
    ●        Nobless Oblige 
 
    ●        Dynasty 
 
    ●        Crowd Favorite 
 
    ●        Supercrit 
 
    ●        Spell Purge 
 
    ●        Witch Burning 
 
    ●        Lesser Magic Resistance 
 
    ●        Exorcism I 
 
    ●        Hunter's Resolve 
 
    ●        Stipend 
 
    ●        Dungeon Owner (Castle of Murmurin) 
 
    ●        Victory Fist 
 
    ●        Summon Herald (Victor Dalton) 
 
    ●        Imperial Authority 
 
    ●        Malefic Secrecy 
 
    ●        Monster Empathy 
 
    ●        Charged Attack (Dragon Breath) 
 
      
 
    No wonder Vainqueur started to plan ahead; his intelligence had begun to catch up with Victor’s own. Maybe the [Geomancer] Class would help him increase it and gain more common sense? 
 
    The vizier felt slightly jealous when seeing the gap between their abilities; while he knew he would never rival Vainqueur in sheer strength, the sheer gap in charm made him insecure. He should definitely follow Henry’s old advice and level in a Charisma-oriented class; twice Victor had met someone he couldn’t talk down, and in one case it ended in his death.  
 
    But there was a moment for all things, and for now Victor needed to sleep. He closed his eyes, trying to block out Vainqueur’s snores...  
 
    "Gamete Prophet… Gamete Prophet…" 
 
    "WHAT?" Victor snarled, as he opened his eyes again… only to find himself facing an enormous, tentacled abomination against nature.  
 
    "What is this insult to biology?" Furibon asked, waking up from inside the scythe. "I do not understand a word of what it says." 
 
    "Hello Gamete," the creature said, taking Victor’s reaction in stride. "We met a few solar cycles ago." 
 
    "Thul-Gathar?" The vizier recognized the Moon Beast whom he met in Murmurin. "Hey, what’s up?" 
 
    "I am good, Gamete. Now that I am no longer summoned by skinbags, I could finally eat that telepathic spider and write my own fantasy novel. It is so good, your kindred go mad and remove their eyes when they read it."  
 
    "It’s a common problem." He already received a few complaints about Pink Rangers’ works. "You want me to proofread it? Or something else?" 
 
    "It is time to meet your destiny, Gamete Prophet," Thul-Gathar said. "Father has chosen you for a divine mission." 
 
    A divine… a divine mission? "I must fulfill a prophecy?" 
 
    "Yes. You are the chosen one." 
 
    Victor’s heart skipped a beat, and he held his breath. Then he squealed like a schoolgirl. "Yes, yes!" He immediately leaped back to his feet. "What kind of prophecy? Saving the world from the fomors?" 
 
    He knew on some level that with his luck, there had to be a catch somewhere, but the idea of a traditional adventure appealed to him so much... 
 
    "No," Thul-Gathar replied, disappointing the vizier slightly. "You are to usher in an age of exploration, by leading the Moon Man’s people to the Promised Land." 
 
    Huh, so Victor was the new Moses? "I won’t have to stay in a desert for forty years, right?" 
 
    "No. You will lead Father’s flock to the Mooooooon." The Moon Beast trailed the word as if to make it sound more dramatic.  
 
    "A place called Moon for some reason, or the actual Moon?" 
 
    "Not the ‘Moon’, Gamete," Thul-Gathar replied, waving a tentacle at the darkened sky, "The Mooooooon!" 
 
    … 
 
    "Can I do it the American way and fake the moon landing?" Victor asked with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    "No, Gamete Prophet. That is not an option." 
 
    "Then what is?" Victor snapped back, his enthusiasm gone. "Build a medieval rocket and send everyone upstairs? Use a teleportation spell?" 
 
    The Moon Beast sighed. "Listen, this is not my idea, Mammal Prophet. This is Father’s divine demand. The Moon Man wants his flock together in friendship on the Moooooon, and he chose you as his shepherd. I am to visit every carbon-based mammal priest of his and tell them you shall lead the way to the stars." 
 
    Could he give back his ‘Claimed by the Moon Man’ Perk? Victor sighed. The things he did for stat growths… "Do I have a deadline?" 
 
    The creature considered the question. "Father did not mention one." 
 
    "Awesome, then I will deal with that after I am back from my current quest." 
 
    "There will be a great reward for your deed." Victor raised an eyebrow, while Thul-Gathar’s tentacles moved in a distractingly dirty way. "Yes. A great, great reward." 
 
    At this point, Victor doubted it would be worth the hassle. "Any pointers?" 
 
    "Use [Protection against Madness] when you reach the Mooooon," Thul-Gathar advised. "Your flock will need it when they see the dark side’s tentacles. The truth will shatter the weaker minds." 
 
    The racket had disturbed Vainqueur’s sleep. "Minion…" the dragon growled, as he glanced at Victor and the squid abomination. "What is it? Why are you talking to squid food?" 
 
    "We will meet again, Gamete Person. Remember your destiny." Thul-Gathar vanished before Vainqueur tried to squash him for a treasure.  
 
    "Your Majesty, it seems that I must go to the moon," Victor said, refusing to say it the way Thul-Gathar did.  
 
    "The planet?"  
 
    "The moon is not a planet, Your Majesty." 
 
    "Of course it is. It is round and up in the sky." Vainqueur’s head perked up. "Minion, is there gold on the moon?" 
 
    "I… I dunno, Your Majesty." Since there were creatures on Outremonde’s Moon, there should probably dungeons or treasure located there. "Maybe? Probably?" 
 
    "Aww, but there are no dragons on the Moon, right?" Vainqueur raised his head at the skies, squinting at the faint moonlight piercing through the dark clouds. "There are no quest stealing dragons on the Moon…" 
 
    Something in his tone chilled Victor to the bone, while the dragon’s eyes widened with glee.  
 
    Oh no… oh please no... 
 
    "Manling Victor, you are a genius!" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    13: Those who hunt dragons 
 
    Vainqueur hated frost. 
 
    He had taken residence in the southern Albain Mountains because he thought that it would deter thieves, but the chilly air of his beloved mountains couldn’t compare to that of the so-called Winter Kingdoms. Located north of the Nightlands, this vast expanse seemed entirely covered in snow; even now, in the middle of the day, a weak hail kept bothering his flight. 
 
    "It’s cold…" Manling Victor shook like a tree while flying at his master’s side. Even his heavy clothes didn’t protect him. "It’s horribly cold!" 
 
    "We will leave as soon as I get my gold," Vainqueur reassured him. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to go to the Moon. 
 
    That was possibly Manling Victor’s greatest idea since he decided to lovingly serve Vainqueur forever. If the Emperor couldn’t complete quests or monsters on this planet, he would move on to another, without competition! The Moon would become his hunting ground, V&V’s newest conquest! 
 
    What could possibly go wrong with this plan? 
 
    "According to the map, the third name on Your Majesty’s list, Cornelia Stormwind, should be nearby," his minion said. "I wonder if she will pay Your Majesty too." 
 
    Vainqueur hoped so as well, as the dragon and his minion flew above a frozen lake and then a snowy forest of spruce and pines; the dragon had left his bag behind so they could explore the area to his leisure without him fearing for his new gold. 
 
    The red wyrm noticed a flying shape whose white color meshed well with the snow approaching them. "Hello, Vainqueur!" A small ice dragoness saluted him, while they crossed paths in the skies. "Strange to see you there!" 
 
    "Snowsweep." Vainqueur recognized her from his feast. "I am looking for a lesser creature called…" 
 
    "Cornelia Stormwind," Manling Victor provided the name, 
 
    "Cornelia Stormwind." 
 
    "That good for nothing elf?" The dragoness shrugged. "She has taken control of this forest after I caught its ruling princess. I guess you will find her breeding with a pine tree nearby. Why are you looking for her? She is no princess material." 
 
    "She has insulted me," Vainqueur replied. "She owes me a tribute of gold and cattle." 
 
    "Good luck catching her then," the dragoness replied. "But, if you are snooping around, can you tell my little brother Windi to come home? He has not returned from his latest quest, and I am starting to worry for his safety." 
 
    "I will," Vainqueur promised, nodding at the other dragon while she left to search further south. 
 
    "That’s the fourth dragon we’ve met so far," Manling Victor said, as he and his master circled the forest from above. 
 
    "Most of my kind prefer the cold of the north than the south’s warmth." Why frost dragons outnumbered their better cousins was beyond Vainqueur; and that climate reminded him why he preferred heat. While his [Ring of Elemental Resistance] may shield him from the discomfort of the cold, he still felt it. 
 
    Vainqueur sniffed the air, trying to locate the elf grasshopper. He noticed multiple scents spread around the forest, dozens of manlings, elves, beastkin, and even… 
 
    "Manling Victor, stay close to me," Vainqueur ordered, suddenly on edge. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I smell a disgusting fairy on the ground," the Emperor said, trying to pinpoint its location; failing that, he would burn the entire forest, to be sure. 
 
    "Look there!" Manling Victor pointed his scythe at shapes emerging from the clouds and flying straight at them. One looked like a dragon from afar, and Vainqueur identified the other as a gryphon rider. 
 
    Was that Manling Kia and Jolie? 
 
    No. The "dragon" was a silvery, winged serpent, a frost drake; and one carrying a manling knight on its back at that! A lightly-clad elf woman with bluish skin and white hair rode the gryphon, wielding a metal machine similar to Renoir’s [Kalachnikov]; and he noticed a third form, that of a manling brunette in a strange furred dress, flying through magic between them. 
 
    Each of them had a strange ring of light floating above their heads. 
 
    "Your Majesty, watch out!" Manling Victor warned, "She has a hunting rifle—" 
 
    The woman on the gryphon pointed her metal stick at Vainqueur and fired a strange lead, rounded arrow at his belly. 
 
    The projectile bounced off his scales. 
 
    "Lead!" Vainqueur exclaimed with mock pain, a hand on the point of impact. "My only weakness!" 
 
    "Really?" the woman on the gryphon asked, as she and the others closed in. 
 
    "No," Vainqueur replied, retaliating with a fireball while she was distracted. "Weaknesses are for manlings!" 
 
    The projectiles did make his scales itch a bit, but the dragon ignored the feeling. 
 
    The trio dispersed to dodge the fireball, showing annoying quickness at it. While Friend Victor almost cut the drake’s head with his scythe, forcing the beast on the defensive, Vainqueur tried to eat the tasty gryphon with one bite. 
 
    Other projectiles flew at them from the forest itself, a massive lightning bolt and a shining arrow. His beautiful ring helped him shrug off the spell like the lead projectile, but the arrow… 
 
    Vainqueur felt excruciating pain when it hit him in the belly, blowing up a scale.  
 
      
 
    [Arrow of Dragonslaying] inflicted double damage! 
 
      
 
    The red dragon snarled in anger, even as his scale immediately started growing back. 
 
      
 
    [Master’s Shield] activated! You gained the [Regen] Status. 
 
      
 
    "[Battlefield Voice]." A booming, womanly voice echoed through the forest below, although Vainqueur couldn’t pinpoint its source. "Knightsbane, Dalton! My name is Cornelia Stormwind! Lay down your weapons, you are surrounded!" 
 
    "Surrounded by dead manlings? I am not impressed!" Still, the dragon guessed that she wouldn’t pay him his due. "Come out of your forest and fight, grasshopper!" 
 
    "I will! You have been looking for me, Vainqueur Knightsbane? I’ve been waiting for your coming for months! [Defensive Gambit]!" 
 
      
 
    All of Cornelia’s troops gained the [Physical Ward] Status. Physical damage will be reduced by fifty percent for five minutes. 
 
      
 
    A thin layer of golden light covered each of their attackers, but it didn’t matter to Vainqueur. He would eat all of her minions if he had to. 
 
    "Minion, take care of the flyers, while I smoke out the insects below!" the dragon ordered, diving down while his ‘wingmate’ targeted the flyers with hellfire. 
 
    Opening his maw, the great calamity unleashed a torrent of flames below, turning the snow to steam and incinerating everything else to ashes in its path. The dragon flew in a straight line, killing anything there, and causing animals and manlings to flee the flames and smoke. 
 
    "[Impending Doom]!" Cornelia shouted on the ground, disappointing Vainqueur. 
 
      
 
    A random attack will hit you in the near-future. Your Luck will determine its severity. 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur inhaled, deciding to create a circle of fire around the forest and trap his foes on the ground inside it. 
 
    "[Ice Shards]!" the drake rider shouted, as he broke past Manling Victor’s defense. He pointed his fingers at Vainqueur, firing icicles at him. The dragon didn’t even bother dodging, the projectiles bouncing off his mighty body. 
 
    The drake rider grunted, before turning to the flying manling in a dress. "Krona, The dragon has protection against elemental attacks!" 
 
    "[Curse of Winter]!" the woman replied, blue dust trailing after her fingers. 
 
    . 
 
    Charisma check successful! You ignored the curse! 
 
      
 
    "A [Witch]," Manling Victor recognized the type of caster, busy keeping the gryphon rider at bay with hellfire. "Your Majesty, we must take her down first! She’s a debuffer!" 
 
    "A debuwhat?" Vainqueur growled back, distracted from burning the forest. 
 
    "She makes her enemies weaker and inflicts status effects! In short, she’s distilled pain!" 
 
    "[Curse of Weakness]!" the witch replied, targeting Vainqueur with hand movements. 
 
      
 
    Vitality check successful! You laughed at her puny power! 
 
      
 
    "My spells can’t affect the dragon!" the witch shouted. "His stats are through the roof!" 
 
    "Manling toddler, you do not understand," Vainqueur mocked her. "I am not fighting you. You are fighting me!" 
 
    "You… argh!" The witch’s face turned red with fury. 
 
      
 
    [Taunt] successful! You successfully applied the [Berserk] status to Krona! The witch is too pissed to spellcast! 
 
      
 
    The manling immediately flew straight at Vainqueur, too blinded by her rage to see the madness in her action. "Krona!" The gryphon rider immediately moved to try and intercept her ally, but the Emperor reacted faster. 
 
    He blasted both of them with a massive fireball, incinerating them. 
 
    But when the smoke cleared, both the witch and the elf reappeared, albeit grievously injured, and without either their magical barrier or halos. The gryphon didn’t revive either, causing the rider to fall with a scream. "[Gravity—]!" the witch cast a spell on the gryphon rider, slowing down the fall harmlessly. 
 
    "Dalton can heal the dragon by flying near it!" Insect Cornelia snarled, her words reverberating through the forest. "Separate them!" 
 
    "On it!" The witch cast a spell at Manling Victor, who charged straight at her with his scythe. "You’re going down! [Gravity+]!" 
 
    Before either member of V&V could react, an invisible force pulled Friend Victor to the ground. 
 
      
 
    [Master’s Shield] canceled! You have lost the [Regen] Status. 
 
      
 
    "Minion!" Vainqueur shouted in worry, as his minion landed in the forest. 
 
    "Hah!" The witch gloated, before freezing as the furious Emperor glared at her. "Uh oh." 
 
    As fast as lightning, Vainqueur punched her. The blow sent her flying and crashed as a bloody smear on the ground below. 
 
    "Krona!" the drake rider shouted, while the vengeful Vainqueur turned to him next. "Cornelia, Krona’s dead!" 
 
    He tried to wound the dragon with ice shards, but Vainqueur retaliated with his dragonfire. His flames turned the ice to steam, but the annoying insect glided around the attack. Another projectile came at him from the forest, yet it missed by a wide distance and exploded above the clouds. 
 
    "Bring the fight to the ground, while we activate the golem and summon reinforcements!" his master replied, before casting a spell. "[Predict Bad Weather]!" 
 
    The drake rider immediately flew back to the forest, while the hail grew in intensity. The ice turning hard as stone and itching Vainqueur’s scales on contact. 
 
      
 
    The weather worsened! [Hail] became [Hailing Storm]! You will take residual damage while exposed to it! 
 
      
 
    Cursing as the hail hammered his wings, Vainqueur flew towards the ground, but not to pursue the drake. 
 
    His minion needed him. 
 
    "Blink," Vainqueur said, turning invisible, and ready to eat every last one of them. 
 
      
 
    Strength check partially successful! You can move normally on the ground, but you cannot fly. 
 
    Victor grunted as he rose up from the snow. He had managed to make a semi-respectable landing after the law of gravity came calling, but it hurt like Happyland! 
 
    He barely had the time to get up, then he heard a detonation near his location. A big, fire-propelled projectile flew above the woods and towards Vainqueur. His scythe ready, Victor immediately moved towards the source, while the projectile exploded harmlessly. 
 
    He found a small group hiding beneath strong, tall trees, allowing them to weather the increasingly violent hail. One elf woman in a bear coat, carrying a bone bow which his [Eye for Treasure] Perk immediately identified as a [Bow of Dragonslaying]; a figure covered by a white cowl and cloak, hanging back; and a fellow human with red hair, a bag of rockets, and a big, big rocket launcher. 
 
    … 
 
    A rocket launcher. 
 
    They had a rocket launcher. 
 
    Victor immediately used [Observer] on the trio and try to guess their level. 
 
    Emile Lavere, level 30 (Outlaw 15/??? 15) 
 
    Vladimir "Gunman" Finnickson, level 33 (Artificier 15/Alchemist 7/Ballistician 6/Gunner 5) 
 
    Judith Mazel, level 34 (Archer 20/Huntress 8/Sniper 6) 
 
    Lavere? Like the Nightblades’ leader? Could it be... 
 
    "You missed?" the elf archer mocked his ally. 
 
    "I missed?" the human with the rocket launcher gasped. 
 
    "How could you miss?" the elf archer reprimanded him. "How could you miss a giant dragon with a bazooka?!" 
 
    "I don’t know! Stop shaming me, and fire! Knightsbane’s getting closer!" 
 
    "Each of them except the cowled one have the [Halo] effect, in addition to their magical shield." Furibon noticed the white ring of light above their heads. "They will revive with one HP once if killed." 
 
    Not if he trapped their souls first. Victor noted that they must have had at least one healer, though; and a high-level one at that. 
 
    The cowled fighters suddenly glanced in Victor’s direction, revealing the lifeless white skin and crimson eyes beneath. "The lackey’s here," he whispered with a low, raspy voice. 
 
    Okay, Victor really, really didn’t want to go through with that part, but it was Vainqueur or them… 
 
    The vizier threw his scythe at the gunner, his weapon hitting him in the back before he could pull the trigger. The scythe pierced through the magical barrier, and cut through the flesh. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! [Slayer of Men] inflicted super effective damage! 
 
      
 
    His body collapsed on the snow, blood dripping from the wound. Victor thought he should have felt bad about killing a fellow human being; while he had helped, he never carried out the finishing blow himself. 
 
    Instead, Victor felt… nothing special. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Through your fleeting membership of a criminal syndicate and one-shotting a fellow human in a vicious, dishonorable way, you earned a level in [Assassin]! 
 
    You earned the [Lethal] Class Perk! 
 
    +30 HP, +2 SKI, +1 AGI, +1 INT, +1 CHA, +1 LCK 
 
    [Lethal]: Your armed attacks have a chance to inflict Insta-Death (Luck divided by two). 
 
      
 
    The gunman’s soul was drawn into Victor’s scythe, the halo vanishing. His [Helheim] bypassed their protections! 
 
    The archer hastily turned in his direction, while the cowled figure revealed two daggers dripping with poison. "I hated Legolas!" Victor shouted as a war cry, before blasting both of his foes with hellfire. 
 
    The cowled fighter turned into white mist before the flames could hit him, furthering Victor’s suspicions, but his teammate couldn’t dodge. She took a blast of infernal flames to the face, stumbling back. She launched her arrow, the projectile hitting a pine tree’s bark. 
 
    "Hilda, Dalton ambushed Emile’s team," Cornelia’s voice echoed from afar. "Do your job and hit him hard!" 
 
    Damn! How did she know? 
 
    Victor suddenly remembered that one of the Blue Rose members had levels in [Astrologer], thus someone specialized in divination. She probably scried the vizier from afar, while guiding her team. 
 
    The vizier quickly rushed to recover his scythe, then mercilessly cut down the burning archer before she could recover. Once again, his Perk combination bypassed the enemy’s buffs. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! [Slayer of Men] inflicted super effective damage! 
 
      
 
    While he sensed his victim’s lifeforce heal his bruises, Victor dodged a sneak attack from the cowled rogue. The strange figure had materialized right behind him. 
 
    "Hellfire," the cowled rogue rasped, dodging Victor’s scythe. "And here we only came with standard [Rings of Fire Resistance]." 
 
    Smart, but not enough to stop Vainqueur’s breath or the unholy effects of hellfire. Victor used [Monster Insight] to confirm his theory. 
 
      
 
    Emile Lavere 
 
    Alchemical Vampire Spawn (Undead/Humanoid) 
 
    Strong against Moon, Darkness, Unholy, Blood, Frost, Drain, Insta-Death, Disease, Poison, Fatigue, Sleep, and Beast. 
 
    Weak against Necromancy, Holy, Fire, Life, Berserk, Manslayer, and Deadslayer. 
 
    A Nightblade infiltrator and vampire assassin sent to distribute dragonslayer weapons among disgruntled adventurers; also tricked Icefang by leaving messages in dungeons which others cleared first. Uses a cloak and the weather to avoid death by sunlight, and never forgets his vampire mommy’s birthday. 
 
      
 
    A vampire. He was right. "Hey, I know your boss! She has money stashed in our vaults!" 
 
    The undead assassin responded by trying to slice his neck with his daggers. Both engaged in a deadly dance of blades, unable to hit the other, while a rumbling noise began to echo through the trees. 
 
    Something was approaching. Something big. 
 
    A piper song began to echo through the woods, Victor instantly recognizing the melody as the Ride of the Valkyries. A gloomy, piper remix of the song, but the famous song all the same. 
 
      
 
    ???’s war melody raised his pawns’ Strength and Vitality by one stage! 
 
      
 
    And Cornelia kept issuing commands from her hiding place, "[Fabian Strategy]." 
 
      
 
    Cornelia’s troops can now better avoid attacks! 
 
      
 
    Damn! The support members empowered the party from the cover of the forest, and according to the smoke rising in the sky, they had intercepted Vainqueur before the two partners could rejoin. Victor had to finish off this rogue before reinforcements arrived, and go help his partner. 
 
    A fiery rift through space opened to his left, dashing his hopes. 
 
    Victor parried a blue spear with his scythe, as a cavalier in heavy armor emerged from the rift. He, or she, rode a massive black stallion, with a mane and hooves made of fire. The knight attempted to feint him with a second, crimson spear, forcing Victor to retreat to avoid impalement. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Sigismund "Sigi" Twinspear, level 36 (Cavalier 20/Spearsman 11/Nightmare Horseman 5) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    His [Eye for Treasure] Perk also identified the effects of his weapons. One spear inflicted Frost Damage, the other Fire. Victor could ignore the latter, but the former would hit him really hard. 
 
    While the vampire rogue tried to flank Victor, the nightmare horse let out a wail, a fiery portal opening right in front of the cavalier. The rider and his mount crossed it, the tear closing right behind him. 
 
    Worse, he noticed three new shapes braving the hailstorm, and rushing at his location. He and Vainqueur were fighting an entire Adventurer Company! 
 
    No. These guys fought in small groups of three to four. V&V faced several parties working together. All above level thirty, and some of them sporting Earth weaponry. 
 
    It was a full raid! 
 
    "Wait, are we the raid bosses?" Victor choked, as the dark rider reappeared and tried to trample him. It became harder and harder to dodge attacks from both opponents at once. "Hey! Why? What did we ever do to you?" 
 
    "You stole our jobs, you BEEP!" 
 
    The vizier blinked. "I beg your pardon?" 
 
    "You told the dragons how to do quests, and now we can’t get any!" the cavalier, Sigi, glared at him. "They kill monsters and clear dungeons faster than anyone else can! Our Adventurer Company was ruined because of you!" 
 
    That was their reason? "Hey, shouldn’t you be happy we made the world a safer place?" Victor argued back. 
 
    "Not if it leaves us jobless!" 
 
    Okay, maybe he and Vainqueur increased the adventurer unemployment rate, like every government in the world, but that was no reason to murder them! 
 
    Unfortunately, the other three arrived and helped surround Victor. A tanned, strongly built woman with short blonde hair carrying an enormous warhammer on her back and a whip in hand, seemed to be the leader. She was backed up by a tiger-like humanoid wearing only crimson pants, and a two-handed swordsman in heavy plate armor. 
 
    "Five on one," Furibon noted. "I guess this is the end for you. Again." 
 
    Victor hated to agree with him, but his odds didn’t look good. And meanwhile, the rumbling noise kept getting closer and stronger… "If I die there, I have something to tell you." 
 
    "Oh? Do tell." 
 
    "You’re a giant, bitter pain," Victor declared bluntly, before softening the blow. "But I’m going to miss you a bit. We had fun." 
 
    "Just go die already." 
 
    Victor used [Observer] on the newcomers, trying to find the weak link in their formation. 
 
      
 
    Hilda Brightside, level 36 (Warmaster 20/Warrior 12/Reaver 3/Whip Master 1) 
 
    Tiger Jajang, Level 39 (???) 
 
    Sven Ironguard, Level 35 (Crusader 30/Heavy Knight 5) 
 
      
 
    "A Crusader? What the Happyland is a Crusader fighting me, and five-on-one at that?" 
 
    "You steal souls, raise undead for a living, and register as slightly evil to my [Karma Scan], Victor Dalton!" the holy knight replied. "While we fight for truth, justice, and the adventurer way!" 
 
    Oh come on, Victor received a label because he followed one evil overlord’s seminar?! "Evil? You’re fighting with a vampire assassin!" 
 
    "You dragon racist," the vampire deadpanned, waiting for an opening to strike again. 
 
    "He’s a thug, your dragon master is a conqueror!" 
 
    "Anyway, let’s just kill him," the Warmaster cut the discussion short, her voice strangely soft and meek. "Jajang, please." 
 
    "Yeah," the tiger replied, joining his hands so fast Victor could barely follow. "[Accelerated Flame Pillar]." 
 
    Before he knew what hit him, a pillar of fire erupted beneath his feet. 
 
    It didn’t inflict much damage, but it distracted Victor at a key moment. The Warmaster’s whip coiled around his scythe and pulled it back towards its wielder, disarming the vizier. 
 
    Victor cursed under his breath, but the other adventurers didn’t give him any time to retaliate. The horseman vanished through a fiery rift, while vampire assassin immediately moved to strike at Victor, his dagger piercing through his clothes and cutting flesh at the left shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Vitality check failed! You have been [Poisoned]! 
 
      
 
    "Nice scythe," the Warmaster said with a cheeky smile upon seizing it. "[Sunder Weapon]!" 
 
    Seizing the scythe with both of her hands and bringing down on her knee, the Warmaster broke Victor’s weapon in half. 
 
    Instantly, the dozens of souls contained within escaped at once, Furibon’s cackling specter at the forefront. Victor’s eyes widened in panic, while the Warmaster threw the weapon’s remains on the ground and switched her whip for the warhammer. "[Lightning Smash]!" 
 
    Victor just narrowly avoided having a hammer bash his skull by side-stepping, the Warmaster shattering the pine tree right behind him like a kitkat bar. 
 
    Realizing he was hopelessly outmatched, not to mention surrounded, Victor summoned will’o wisps with [Death Candle]. While they barely slowed the opposition, it allowed him to reach the corpses of his two victims. "[Animate Dead]!" 
 
    As the corpses rose, Victor activated his new Perk, praying whoever insane god listened to for victory. "[Fright Knight]!" 
 
    A dark aura surrounded him, the atmosphere growing oppressive as his zombies faced the opposition. "Even if I die," Victor promised, trying to channel his inner edgelord, "I am dragging you with me down to Hell!" 
 
      
 
    Your enemies’ Strength and Charisma decreased by one stage! 
 
    You inflicted [Terror] on: Tiger Jajang and Emile Lavere. 
 
      
 
    Both the vampire and tiger froze in dread, before instantly retreating; the undead by turning into mist, and the other by straight-up running away. 
 
    "Cowards!" The crusader shouted, a powerful light surrounding his blade, while the warmaster cracked her neck. 
 
    Victor prepared to blast them with magic when a pine tree fell nearby. By now, the rumbling had become overwhelming, for the thing responsible walked nearby. 
 
    The vizier barely caught a glimpse of the enormous creature crushing everything on its path, of its metal frame shining with magic… of this twisted parody of a knight, which looked like Rolo’s big, big evil brother. 
 
    His [Monster Insight] activated on its own. 
 
      
 
    Talos Mark III 
 
    Talos Golem Prototype (Artificial/Fairy) 
 
    Strong against Dragon, Fire, Physical, Magic, Status Ailments, Spirit, Mind-Control, and Frost. 
 
    Weak against Water, Lightning, and Fairy. 
 
    The Mell clan’s newest weapon against mortalkind. A golem made of Earth technology animated by fomorian magic, meant to slay dragons and humans alike. A relentless automaton, it inflicts [Dragonslayer] damage with its sword, possesses a mounted cannon in its shield, and breathes virulent poison. 
 
    But hey, it’s flawed goods! Your boss can take it! 
 
      
 
    Holy hell… 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    14: Class Struggle 
 
    The forest smelled of dung and paupers. 
 
    Vainqueur always knew this day would come. The day when pitchfork-wielding peasants, fairies, and minion strikers, envious of his well-deserved wealth, would gather in a great rabble host and try to bring him down. The emperor of all knew that in this time of need, he would be called to serve as the final bulwark of dragon civilization against the forces of the rebellion. 
 
    "Do you see him?" a pauper leading a small group of three manlings knights with swords asked; Vainqueur immediately recognized her as the pegasus rider. The weather impaired them as much as it did the dragon himself, forcing his preys to advance against the snow. Each of them carried that strange ring of light above their heads. "I can’t distinguish anything with this hailstorm, but I saw him crash nearby." 
 
    These lawless savages had treacherously stolen his minion, isolating him from his master; and now they moved to encircle him. 
 
    Time to show them which species won the class struggle. 
 
    "SURPRISE ATTACK!" Vainqueur declared as he squashed a knight into a bloody smear. Thanks to his blinkblink ring, he had managed to mesh with the snow, moving with the stealth of a cat between the trees. The magical shields Cornelia Stormwind had summoned made the manling much harder to chew than usual, but the dragon was hungry enough to make the effort. 
 
    "We’re under attack!" the pegasus rider shouted a warning while firing her lead weapon at random, only for Vainqueur to bite her in half. 
 
    "How… invisible!" One of the few remaining manlings cursed, unable to distinguish Vainqueur, "He’s invisible!" 
 
    "Dragons don’t run invisible ambushes!" the other replied. "They’re dumb as bricks!" 
 
    Vainqueur twitched in anger. "I have sixty-four in intelligence!" he corrected them, before tossing the manlings against trees with his tail, causing the plants to collapse on their back. 
 
    Much to his frustration, the four annoyances popped back after death, albeit wounded; while they immediately attempted to retreat, Vainqueur blasted them with a fireball. His flames resisted the hail and spread to the trees. 
 
    "Vainqueur demolished Erik’s team in the north!" Cornelia’s voice echoed through the trees and causing snow to fall from the leaves. "The golem will be there soon. Green Boy, Drake, Wizi, ensnare him!" 
 
    Vainqueur snorted at those words, before noticing the ice drake rider flying above him, having traded his weapon for strange crimson rods whom he set alight. Unlike the dragon, his winged serpent didn’t seem impaired by the hail. 
 
    Vainqueur opened his mouth to blast him from below, but the rider dodged the attack. "Here!" the cavalier shouted. 
 
    The forest shook, as the roots of the trees sprung out of the ground and snow. These tendrils immediately attempted to ensnare Vainqueur, who burned them with his fiery breath. 
 
    The drake rider above tossed his crimson rods to the ground near Vainqueur’s location; each detonating as soon as they hit the ground or the dragon’s flames. One of the blasts hit the dragon to the left, making his scales feel itchy. It reminded him of the grasshoppers’ wind spear, except much weaker.  
 
    Worse, a magical circle appeared near Vainqueur on the ground, an enormous black sphere falling on it from above and causing a crater where it stuck. The paupers sniped him from afar! 
 
    As the root attacks and bombardment grew more intense, Vainqueur let out a roar and charged through the forest to find a better battlefield, tossing trees to the ground and stepping on any manling unlucky enough to be on his path. 
 
    Within minutes, Vainqueur exited the forest to reach the shores of a frozen lake, sliding on the ice surface before regaining his footing. The hail battered his scales and wings in the open field. 
 
      
 
    You are taking passive damage from the [Hailstorm]. 
 
      
 
     Vainqueur glanced around his location, rejoicing at the sight of his flames consuming the forest and turning the horizon black from the smoke.  
 
    "To the lake!" Grasshopper Cornelia ordered, and soon enough, her pack emerged from the fiery forest to face Vainqueur on the battlefield. 
 
    In total, thirteen creatures came after him, the drake rider included; Vainqueur recognized mages, rogues, and knights among them, a true pack of adventurers united to die by his hand. Most were manlings, but they included elves, one dwarf, a beastling, and even a green-skinned, meaty orc. 
 
    At the far end of the rear, Vainqueur noticed an elf woman with pale skin and blue hair riding a unicorn; wearing a heavy, bear-fur mantle and an icy crown, she looked like the leader. 
 
    And at her side… was a fairy in disguise. 
 
    While he had taken the shape of a white-bearded manling wearing a crimson cloak and hat, Vainqueur recognized the frail-looking insect for a fomor. The creature gave him a crooked smile, playing a song with its pipe made of bone. 
 
    "Mell Lin!" Vainqueur recognized that abominable trickster. He should have known he was behind this rabble revolt. "Have you come to see the back of my hand again, pied piper?" 
 
    "[Dispel Magic]!" A mage wearing symbol-covered robes pointed a finger at Vainqueur’s direction, removing his invisibility. Many in the adventurer army gasped at the sight of his crimson scales. 
 
    "He’s huge!" one of the mages, who dressed like a bedsheet ghost, gasped in awe of the dragon’s majesty. 
 
    "Odie, don’t stand there, summon an eidolon," the mounted elf ordered, revealing herself as Grasshopper Cornelia. 
 
    "Y-yes!" the bedsheet ghost made strange movements, but Vainqueur reacted first. The dragon opened his mouth and attempted to burn the entire adventurer pack with fiery doom. 
 
    "[Enhanced Rune Barrier]," the symbol wizard reacted, creating a yellow, symbol-covered shield around the army. Although it cracked, the protection deflected Vainqueur’s breath, much to his annoyance. The flames started melting the snow and ice nearby, albeit not enough to destroy the lake’s surface. 
 
    "[Summon Snow Dancer]!" The bedsheet ghost finished his ridiculous dance, a white magical circle forming next to him. A lithe statue of ice with hair made of mist materialized within it. Superficially looking like an elf, the creature had blue crystal blades attached to her arms, and a white mask hiding her face. Thin strings linked her limbs to the bedsheet mage, like a puppet. 
 
    "Minion!" Vainqueur shouted, eager to be reunited with his chief of staff; if they summoned reinforcements, so would the Emperor. "MINION! Get back here!" 
 
    "He’s calling Dalton!" Cornelia warned as the barrier dispelled, allowing her warriors and the ice creature to charge at Vainqueur. 
 
    "[Ninjutsu: Seal Perk]!" A manling whose every patch of skin was covered in a black bodysuit made hand signs, and the dragon instantly felt weakened. 
 
      
 
    Your [Summon Herald (Victor Dalton)] has been sealed by Ninja Weeb! 
 
    You will not be able to use that Perk as long as Ninja Weeb stays on the field! 
 
      
 
     "Everyone, adopt the Azincourt formation! The Runemaster stays behind and protects the buffers!" Cornelia barked orders. "Cardinal, heal our tanks and damage dealers! Follow my strategy and we shall win!"  
 
    Her minions let out a shout of enthusiasm, while Vainqueur scoffed. He had crushed insect armies in the past, and he would do so again; even if he had to kill them twice. 
 
    The adventurers divided into various groups to encircle Vainqueur. At the front, the dragon faced the Snow Dancer, a buff manling behemoth with a huge hammer, a knight whose bronze armor was covered with runes, and a dwarf dressed as a priest. The drake rider joined them, providing aerial support. 
 
    Ninja Weeb and a piglike orc smelling of herbs and dung moved to his left; while an elf bowman riding a horse flanked him to his right. 
 
    Elfling Cornelia stayed at the rear, alongside Mell Lin the Pied Piper, the Runemaster, a scantily-clad catkin, the Summoner, and a mage wearing a black cloak and a wizard hat. 
 
    "Spell Purge!" Vainqueur activated his favorite Perk and charged at Cornelia, ready to trample anyone in his path. The scantily-clad catkin began to dance, the fairy played a song, and the runemaster raised a barrier to protect the rearguard. 
 
      
 
    Dancer Felix’s [Witchcat Tango] raised the magical power of the enemy mages! 
 
      
 
    The front team intercepted Vainqueur, the hammer-wielding manling jumping at the dragon with his weapon raised. The dragon poked him out of the way, but surprisingly, the monkey survived the blow, crashing on the ice and quickly moving back to his feet. The Snow Dancer, sliding on the ice with incredible speed, sliced at Vainqueur’s ankle and quickly avoided a counterattack. 
 
      
 
    [Frostblade] inflicted a super effective hit! You have taken medium frost damage! 
 
      
 
    "[Waifu no Raiton]!" Ninja Weeb joined his hands to make a strange sign, firing a lightning bolt at Vainqueur, while the orc breathed a storm of petals. The dragon’s scales deflected both attacks, the emperor instead backhanding the bronze knight. "Can’t pierce the dragon’s defense!" 
 
    "Sneak attack, the druid will switch to support," Cornelia directed, turning to the black wizard at her side. "Wizi, use your strongest spells; all-out offense!" 
 
    "[Lesser Demonbane]!" Vainqueur cast at the Snow Dancer as she moved to attack again, hitting her. Both the creature and its summoner stumbled, making Vainqueur wonder if the latter possessed his minion. Before he could move to finish it off, the bowman rider fired an arrow at him from the side, while the drake rider prepared to throw more bombs. The archer fired first, Vainqueur raising an arm in the way and grunting on impact. 
 
      
 
    [Arrow of Dragonslaying] inflicted double damage! 
 
      
 
    Moving with exceptional speed, Vainqueur seized the horse before it could dash away, the archer with it, and threw both at the drake rider. The surprised cavalier couldn’t evade the improvised projectile, the fighters crashing on the frozen lake. 
 
    Their bombs detonated, blasting them apart and causing part of the frozen surface to collapse; the orc mage was caught in the blast and then fell into the icy water. 
 
    The archer and the drake rider both reappeared wounded on the lake’s icy surface, next to the hammer-wielder; the ring of light above their heads gone. "[Multi-Heal]!" The dwarf priest extended his hands, unleashing a pulse of golden energy around himself. The wounds of the warriors near him closed instantaneously. 
 
    Realizing that their magical protections shielded them from his physical attacks, Vainqueur switched to his breath, and cooked everyone in sight. His breath incinerated the drake rider, the archer, and the barbarian, killing the first two and causing the third to run around screaming in pain. The dwarf managed to dodge, while the Snow Dancer and the bronze knight hammered at his legs with their needling attacks. Enlightened, Vainqueur tossed the bronze knight into the open crack in the lake, watching him struggle to stay afloat before sinking. 
 
    Wizi the Black Wizard finished casting a spell, throwing a sinister sphere of black energy over the protective barrier, the projectile hitting Vainqueur in the back. His whole body had begun to feel itchy, but not as much as it did when he fought Maure. 
 
      
 
    You have taken medium Unholy damage! 
 
    You have lost twenty-five percent of your HP! 
 
      
 
    "The druid and the rune knight haven’t resurfaced, chief," the catkin dancer panicked. "He’s tearing us apart!" 
 
    "We’re down half the team!" the Summoner panicked, while Vainqueur kept trying to incinerate his icy minion. "And what is Hilda doing? She should have killed the lackey already!" 
 
    "Knightsbane has lost more than one thousand HP and cannot regenerate!" Cornelia shouted, as if it was something to boast about; only the fairy didn’t panic, happily playing his pipe amidst the chaos. "Keep whittling him down! It’s life or death!" 
 
    "Yours!" Vainqueur taunted them back, in between two fiery attacks. Ninja Weeb, who had slipped past his notice, reappeared to leap at the dragon, sword in hand. 
 
    "Sayonara, reptile!" The blade connected with Vainqueur’s head… 
 
    And shattered. 
 
    The manling barely had the time to choke at his incompetence, before Vainqueur bit him in half. 
 
    He reappeared a few feet away, but Vainqueur didn’t mind. He tasted like fish food, and couldn’t wait to eat him again. "Invincible!" the dragon boasted, cheering himself up. "Vainqueur, Vainqueur, Vainqueur!" 
 
    Then the ground shook, as a new challenger stepped out of the forest. Vainqueur turned to face the new suicidal adventurer and found himself facing a golem instead. 
 
    A huge golem, almost as big as the dragon himself. A mechanical titan in heavy, knightlike plate armor, the automaton wielded a long sword as long as his own tail and a rounded shield with a strange hole at its center. Its face was a skull-shaped helmet, meant to intimidate manlings, and it stank of fairywork. 
 
    "That is the best challenge you fairies can provide?" Vainqueur scoffed. He hoped he would get a good treasure out of killing this walking tin can. 
 
    The golem ignored his words and charged at him, its shield raised. The dragon responded by humming and then blasting it with dragonfire... 
 
    … and it kept going. 
 
    Vainqueur’s eyes widened in shock, as he increased his output; yet the golem kept charging, the shield deflecting the flames. 
 
    A mighty thunderbolt hit Vainqueur from behind, making him stumble and interrupting his attack. 
 
      
 
    You have been hit by [Impending Doom]! 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur barely had the time to regain his footing, before the golem reached him and slashed at his chest, cutting through his scales and shedding blood. 
 
      
 
    [Dragonslayer Claymore] inflicted heavy damage! 
 
      
 
    How could it be? 
 
    His flames burned brighter than the sun! 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Victor was fighting for his life; against his foes and poison. 
 
      
 
    You have taken passive [Poison] damage! 
 
    You have lost half your HP! 
 
      
 
    The vizier ignored the message, focused on anticipating the furious strikes of the Warmaster. He dodged, but couldn’t avoid the crusader’s weapon aiming for his chest. A sixth wound opened below his nipple, and he barely avoided the horseman’s spear aiming for his head. The rider opened another rift before Victor could retaliate, vanishing once more. 
 
    He had managed to kill the crusader once with the help of the summoned undead, only for that tincan to return from death and heal. That warrior wasn’t dangerous as much as resilient, flanking him to make the Warmaster’s job at hitting his chest easier. 
 
    And any of her hits would kill him. 
 
    Only his [Fright Knight] technique had saved his life, weakening his foes enough to allow him to resist so far. So far. 
 
    "[Crit Up]!" the Warmaster buffed herself up, each of her stray strikes smashing a tree. Victor summoned another will’o wisp as a buffer, the crusader destroying it almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    Warning: you will soon run out of SP! 
 
      
 
    "I know!" Victor shouted, finally finding an opening in the crusader’s defense and blasting his face with hellfire. This time, the warrior cooked in his armor and fell dead on the back. 
 
      
 
    Vitality check successful! You shed off your [Poisoned] Status. 
 
      
 
    Okay, that left only the Warmaster and the Rider. He could do this! Victor unleashed another fireball at his foe, but the woman jumped out of the way; he prepared to fire a second and— 
 
      
 
    You ran out of SP. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    Out of mana! 
 
    Without any other chance at survival, Victor made a final dash to reach the corpses of the other adventurers he killed. 
 
    Most precisely, the bazooka. 
 
    Unfortunately, the atrocious sensation of an ice spear piercing his back dashed his hope, making him collapse in the snow. 
 
      
 
    Super Effective hit! 
 
    Warning: critical health! 
 
    You have fallen below twenty-five percent HP! 
 
      
 
    "Finally!" the nightmare horseman declared, he and his beast standing in front of Victor with both spears raised. "I thought he would never go down!" 
 
    "He got Sven," the Warmaster replied sadly. "We’ve got to kill him and help the others. I can still hear the battle from afar." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," the horseman replied, preparing to trample down Victor with his horse. "See you in Happyland, assh—" 
 
    "[Clock Stop]!" 
 
    In a blink, the rider had been turned to dust, his twin spears falling on the snow, and his horse stopped in confusion. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened, as a dark lich had popped into existence between the Warmaster and her prey. "Mine!" the undead snarled, before casually killing the hammer warrior with a crimson ray of light, "Mine, mine, mine!" 
 
    "Furibon?" Victor couldn’t believe it. "You saved me?" 
 
    "Mine," the lich replied, as he zapped the Warmaster and the Horseman dead a second time when they returned from the dead. Unfortunately, he sounded more pissed rather than friendly, "[Enhanced Binding Cold]!" 
 
    As the lich spoke, chains made of ice appeared around Victor, binding him like a ham on the snow. 
 
    "Now, I can kill you myself." 
 
    Of course, he wouldn’t save him. The vizier cursed under his breath, trying to melt the chains with hellfire. 
 
      
 
    You ran out of SP. 
 
      
 
    Damn it! 
 
    The Lich repaired Victor’s scythe with a spell, grabbed it, and then raised the weapon above its previous holder’s head, "It will be just like old times… except I will be the one to carry you around making your eternal existence unbearable." 
 
    "Joke is on you," Victor pointed out. "The soul trap only works if I carry out the final blow." 
 
    "Oh." The lich sounded disappointed but quickly recovered. "I guess I will settle on killing you the old fashioned way, then." 
 
    "Wait!" Victor insisted, "Don’t I get a last request?" 
 
      
 
    Charisma check… 
 
    Failed! 
 
      
 
    "This would be a violation of stratagem fourteen." 
 
    Oh, come on! 
 
    Furibon lowered the scythe and preparing to behead his former captor. Victor’s awaited the end… but the blade stopped within an inch of his neck. "You are not screaming?" the undead asked. 
 
    "Oh, you know, it’s my third time," Victor shrugged. "It still sucks but you get used to it." 
 
    "Make an effort," Furibon ordered. "I did not save you for our relationship to end like this." 
 
    Why was the lich dragging his demise? Unless… unless… 
 
    Unless he secretly didn’t want to go through with it. 
 
    "You have Stockholm Syndrome," Victor realized. 
 
    "... No..." 
 
    "You have Stockholm Syndrome!" Victor rejoiced, as the lich couldn’t go through with the execution. "I knew it was contagious!" 
 
    "Shut up!" Furibon snarled, trembling but unable to go through with the kill. "I do not care! I do not… I am not sick!" 
 
    "I wanted to die too when I caught it," Victor reassured him. "You get used to it after a while." 
 
    "That is it!" The lich cursed in an ancient language, well and truly furious at his inability to kill Victor for good. "I am so done with you and that giant wyvern! I hope the fomors turn you both to lead!" 
 
    And with that final curse, Furibon teleported away in a flash of light, taking Victor’s scythe with him. 
 
    The chains binding Victor soon dispelled, leaving him disarmed in the snow, and facing the now riderless nightmare horse. The vizier glanced at the corpses of the adventurers—mostly their equipment—and then the beast. 
 
    No, that... that would be ridiculous... 
 
    ... 
 
    He couldn’t resist. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    15: The Greatest Gladiator 
 
    For the first time since forever, Vainqueur found himself on the defensive. 
 
    Nothing worked!  
 
    The golem brushed off his claws, fangs, spells, and dragonfire! Dragonfire! The mightiest, warmest gift of dragonkind didn’t work on a, a… a farming machine!  
 
    The golem kept fighting him at close range, and every stab of its sword stung. When Vainqueur attempted to put distance between them, the creature pointed its shield at him and fired lead spheres that hurt almost as much. The monkey’s fighters also didn’t stop hitting his ankles, especially that cursed snow creature and the hammer warrior. It didn’t hurt much, but it made it harder to dodge the much more dangerous golem’s strikes.  
 
    Another sword slash hit him in the chest, right next to the previous one. 
 
      
 
    You have taken heavy damage! 
 
    You have fallen below half your HP! 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur attempted to fly and get the high ground, hailstorm be damned. The golem, seeing it coming, pointed its shield at the dragon and fired a cannonball; although Vainqueur dodged, the adventurers used the opportunity to target him with spells. "[Aura]!" the dwarf priest said, firing a beam of light at Vainqueur’s wing and blowing a hole through it. 
 
    The great wyrm let out a grunt of pain, before landing on the ice—and crushing the dwarf priest underfoot while at it. The ice cracked beneath his and the golem’s feet, although it didn’t collapse.  
 
    The piper’s melody changed to a more oppressive tone, and the golem’s behavior changed to match it. The machine exhaled a cloud of miasma from its skull face, and although it itched to breathe it, Vainqueur resisted the attack.  
 
      
 
    [Mustard Gas Cloud] negated by [Lesser Poison Resistance]! 
 
      
 
     The manlings weren’t so tough though.  
 
    "My eyes!" The hammer warrior cried like a cow, dropping his hammer to scratch his bleeding eyes; the revived dwarf priest reappeared in the middle of the poisonous cloud and soon dropped dead. Only Ninja Weeb avoided the attack by leaping away, while the Snow Dancer ignored the attack like Vainqueur did.  
 
    "Hey!" one of the adventurers hiding at the rear turned to the fairy. "You’re hitting our own!" 
 
    The fairy responded by changing his melody from gloomy to violently aggressive, and the golem began to swing its blade with maniacal fury. Vainqueur barely had the time to leap to the side, the machine’s claymore smashing the hammer manling into a bloody puddle.  
 
    The adventurers understood the message and shut up. The Snow Dancer and Ninja Weeb put distance between the golem and them, giving breathing room to Vainqueur. 
 
    Since the fairy obviously controlled his puppet with his pipe, the dragon turned to the dreadful musician’s direction and shot a fireball at him. Once again, the Runemaster shielded him and the other annoyances with a barrier.  
 
    He knew he should have become a wizard! 
 
    ... 
 
    That was it.  
 
    That scrap creature had been built to fight dragons… so Vainqueur shouldn’t fight it like a dragon. 
 
    He should fight like a witch hunter emperor gladiator. 
 
    The dragons had created this system to become stronger and richer. There lied the key to his victory! Energized, Vainqueur stopped walking on his four limbs and instead stood on his back legs, his claws tightened into fists.  
 
    "What the—?" Insect Cornelia was at a loss of words before Vainqueur’s fabulous fighting pose. "Is that a boxing stance?!" 
 
    "[Victory Fist]," Vainqueur said, feeling the system’s knowledge empower his body. 
 
    The golem took a step attempted to skewer the dragon.  
 
    Vainqueur, acting entirely on instinct, dodged the sword, and punched the golem in a cross-counter. His fist bypassed the titan’s defense and smashed it right in its metal face, the icy ground shaking under the power of the blow.  
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
      
 
    The scrap pile stumbled back, just in time for Vainqueur to hit it again with a jab. The blow sent bolts flying, and the emperor felt his dragon blood rising up. He should pick a name for his technique, such as the Poke… 
 
    The scrap machine attempted to retaliate, but each time, Vainqueur wasted it with counterattacks. Deflecting the blade with his palm, moving his punches in hook-like motions, using his superior agility to run circles around his punching bag… 
 
    Each blow tore off part of the machine’s armor, revealing nuts, bolts, and shining symbols beneath the armor.  
 
    "He’s beating the tar out of the golem. He’s punching the golem to death." Insect Cornelia began to panic as Vainqueur punched the golem further back, while even the fairy began to look doubtful. "Don’t just stand there and watch! Stop him!" 
 
    "Oh, right!" the bedsheet ghost replied, sending the Snow Dancer after Vainqueur, while Wizi the Wizard began to cast another spell from behind the barrier. 
 
    "[Husbando Bushin]!" Ninja Weeb said, creating two clones of himself and trying to flank the dragon; with the golem temporarily stunned, the emperor turned towards the new challengers.  
 
    Vainqueur could smell they were only illusions and was not fooled. With casual contempt, he slapped the true rogue with the back of his hand, crushing his bones and sending him to fly across the sky and into the fiery forest.  
 
      
 
    Ninja Weeb has left the field. Your Perk has been unsealed! 
 
      
 
     "Minion!" Vainqueur called his chief of staff, the Snow Dancer avoiding one of his mighty jabs. "MINION! I am not raising you again!"  
 
    Answering his command, space ripped in half, and his chief of staff rode through on a flaming horse’s back. He hid something beneath his robes, and while bleeding profusely grinned at seeing his master again.  
 
      
 
    [Master’s Shield] activated! You gained the [Regen] status. 
 
      
 
    "Hilda failed?!" Insect Cornelia cursed, the puny adventurers losing hope as Vainqueur’s wounds began to close. 
 
    "Minion! You finally came!" Vainqueur rejoiced, briefly turning around to punch back the golem in the face, before pushing back the relentless summoned creature with his tail.  
 
    "And here I thought I would save Your Majesty," Manling Victor said. "But you’re handily winning this!" 
 
    "You will help," Vainqueur declared. "By cheering me up!"  
 
    "Vainqueur, best dragon!" his chief of staff began to sing, drowning out the fairy’s melody. "Vainqueur, best dragon!" 
 
    "Nothing can stop me now!" the dragon boasted, turning back towards the golem. "I am unforgettable!" 
 
    "Well, well, well," the fomor briefly interrupted his wicked song. "It was fun while it lasted." And then he ran away into the forest, abandoning his minions while humming a playful melody.  
 
      
 
    [Despair] spread through your enemies’ ranks! All their stats are decreased by two stages! 
 
      
 
    "Everyone support Wizi!" Insect Cornelia ordered, her catkin dancer making moves to empower the wizard. "[Final Gambit]!" 
 
      
 
    Wizi the Dark Magician’s offensive power drastically increased, but his defenses dropped! 
 
      
 
    "Oh no, you don’t!" Manling Victor charged at the barrier with his horse. Vainqueur trusted him and focused on finishing off the golem instead. The bedsheet summoner moved the Snow Dancer to intercept his chief of staff; a rift in space appeared before the horse, and the rider crossed it.  
 
    Vainqueur’s minion reappeared behind the protective barrier, trapping them between their own shield and himself.  
 
    "And it is with great joy that I say this…" Manling Victor revealed a strange cannon, which he had previously hidden beneath his robes. "Say hello to my little friend!" 
 
    "[Enhanced Earthqua—]" But Wizi the Wizard wasn’t fast enough. Manling Victor fired a projectile right in the midst of the fairy’s minions. 
 
    An enormous explosion tore the group apart, the barrier collapsing almost instantly; the strings controlling the Snow Dancer were severed, the summoned creature immediately skidding away. When the dust settled, only blood and corpses remained, his minion chasing a survivor into the forest.  
 
      
 
    One-hit polykill! [Astrologer/Tactician] Cornelia has been killed! 
 
    Cornelia’s [Gambits] and [Hailstorm] have been canceled! 
 
      
 
    As the golem, the last opponent standing, put its shield up to protect himself, Vainqueur moved in to finish it off. The dragon kicked it in the leg and made its defense collapse; while his fist moved into an uppercut, a title finally came to Vainqueur’s mind.  
 
    "Feel the weight of my wealth!" the Emperor declared. "Hoard Punch!"  
 
    Uppercutting the golem with such force to throw it on its back; the ice cracked beneath it. The machine didn’t get up. 
 
    Grabbing the golem with both hands, Vainqueur forcefully lifted the machine above his head, then inhaled. Time to test his new Perk. 
 
    "[Charged Attack]!" 
 
    Vainqueur opened his mouth, and instead of unleashing flames, his breath turned into a blinding beam of golden light.  
 
    The ice shook under the sheer weight of his powerful attack, the ray hitting the golem in the chest. Vainqueur’s attack melted the fairywork metal, pierced the creature’s chest, and came out on the other end; his light splintered the heavens and dispersed the hail clouds.  
 
    The ray eventually shattered the golem in half and kept going, clearing the skies and going up into the dark depths of space. At long last, Vainqueur closed his mouth, and tossed the broken remains of the golem at his feet.  
 
    A long, crimson and golden cape appeared out of the golem’s remains, a royal mantle for Vainqueur to wear.  
 
    Flawless victory! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, that was BEEPing awesome. 
 
    For prevailing in this epic battle, you earned eight levels in [Kaiser], and three levels in [Gladiator]! You earned the [Victory Roar], [Mirror Scale], [Fire Crown], [Immovable], [Show-off], and [Gold Shower] Class Perks! 
 
    330 HP, +60 SP, +14 STR, +8 VIT, +8 SKI, +8 AGI, +5 INT, +11 CHA, +9 LCK. 
 
    [Victory Roar]: Technique, 30 SP. You can unleash a mighty roar lowering the Strength of every enemy within earshot by one stage.  
 
    [Mirror Scale]: If a spell fails to pierce through your magical defenses, it is automatically reflected back to the sender.  
 
    [Fire Crown]: Technique, 100 SP. You can temporarily surround yourself with a mantle of burning flames for fifteen minutes, which will inflict medium Fire and Dragon Type damage to anyone caught in its range. Your weakness to Frost turns into a resistance as long as [Fire Crown] is active. 
 
    [Immovable]: You cannot be Teleported or Banished against your will.  
 
    [Show-off]: You receive +20 evasion and +20 precision when you do not wear armor.  
 
    [Gold Shower]: When you defeat an elite enemy in single combat, you have a chance of being showered with gold. The percentage of triggering this Perk is equal to your Luck stat. 
 
    By gaining enough levels in your various classes and your [Crested] Perk, you can now combine some of your classes into stronger— 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur didn’t read any longer, mesmerized by a surreal sight.  
 
    It was raining gold.  
 
    The dragon extended his arms, abandoning himself to the blissful feeling of coins raining down his scales. 
 
      
 
    Riding the Nightmare Horse, Victor pursued the last adventurer through the woods. It was easy enough, he just had to follow the bloody footsteps in the snow.  
 
    He eventually tracked the survivor to a hidden grotto under a small hillock, which must have served as a camp for the adventurers. They had mostly stocked a huge amount of weapons there, both old and modern; bows, spears, grenades... 
 
    Also, dragons. 
 
    Victor counted at least seven small dragonlings no bigger than black bears, heavily chained in steel cages. They had found the missing dragons.  
 
    "Help!" one of the small dragons, white as snow, rejoiced at the sight of Victor. "We’re saved!" 
 
    "Manlings can’t be saviors," another wyrmling replied. "They don’t have souls!" 
 
    Victor ignored the slur, pointing his weapon at the only other human in the cave.  
 
    Wizi the Wizard was bleeding profusely, desperately searching for an item among the stockpile of weapons, turning around when he heard Victor. He carried a Crest painted black in his hands.  
 
    "You’re awfully resilient for a mage," Victor said. His boss and compatriots died easily enough, but that guy survived the blast with his defenses down and had enough strength to keep running. 
 
    Still, he was clearly clinging to life only by a narrow margin. 
 
    "[Dark Magicians] have S in HP growth," ‘Wizi’ replied, brandishing the blackened crest, "Now back off, or I… I will use this!" 
 
    Victor’s [Eye for Treasure] instantly identified the item. 
 
      
 
    [Black Crest]: An artificial Crest created by the fomor Mag Mell. Allows the user to break past both class ceilings, but forcefully grant them ten levels in a sinister Monster Class. 
 
      
 
    "I’m not bluffing!" 
 
    "Sure, go ahead. What will be quicker? Your Crest…" Victor pointed his rocket launcher at the wizard, "or my bazooka?" 
 
    "You won’t shoot in an enclosed space." 
 
    "Are you betting your life on it?" 
 
    The mage hesitated, his eyes moving between both items, and then succeeded on his Intelligence check.  
 
    He lowered the crest and put his hands behind his head. 
 
    "Wise choice," Victor replied, before turning to the dragonlings. "It’s okay, I’m here to help." 
 
    "When I am grown, I will make you my chief of staff!" one of the female dragonlings said.  
 
    "I am already taken, but thank you," Victor replied, before glaring at the wizard. "You caught and beat up children?" 
 
    "I am eighty!" a dragonling protested. 
 
    "Have you looked at the adults?" Wizi grunted back. "That coward Hamelin and that vampire just wanted blood samples from dragons with class levels. They gave us weapons in return, and promised they would take care of the dragon problem." 
 
    "And you believed them?" 
 
    "What other choice did we have?" 
 
    "Okay, they may have tricked some adult dragons into fighting each other, but what was your plan afterward? Blackmail the parents by threatening the kids? Dispose of them? How did you think kidnapping young dragons would end in anything but a disaster?" 
 
    "We… okay, after a point, we were making stuff as we went on." Victor narrowed his eyes. "Hey, we didn’t think we would actually catch any of them!" 
 
    Victor blinked, then sighed at the sheer stupidity.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For your prowess in this battle, you earned three levels in [Reaper] and two levels in [Assassin]. Thanks to your chaotic alignments, [Crested], and [Monster Student], you have also taken a level in the elite [Chaos Rider] monster class!  
 
    You earned the [Hades Blast], [Necromancy III], [Blade Stinger], and [Black Horseman] class perks! 
 
    60 HP, +20 SP, +3 STR, +2 VIT, +8 SKI, +6 AGI, +6 INT, +6 CHA, +4 LCK 
 
    [Hades Blast]: Spell effect, HP cost. You sacrifice part of your lifeforce to unleash a powerful blast of Spirit energy at your foe; the more HP you sacrifice, the stronger the blast. Alternatively, you can force an ally within twenty feet to pay the price for you on a successful Charisma check.  
 
    [Necromancy III]: You can now learn and use Necromancy spells up to tier three. This replaces Necromancy II.  
 
    [Blade Stinger]: You can apply the [Poisoned] quality to your bladed weapons. This poison will inflict weak passive damage, but the victim has a chance of curing themselves on a successful vitality check every minute.  
 
    [Black Horseman]: You gain perfect proficiency in riding, but only with monstrous mounts. At will, you can mark a willing monster as your steed, which you can then summon to you at any time. You can only have one steed marked at once. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have gold, manling?" one of the wyrmlings asked.  
 
    "Uh, yes, why?" 
 
    "G-give it to me. Give me your money."  
 
      
 
    His amazing cape floating to the howling wind, Vainqueur glanced at the skies, his manling at his side. His kindred had been set free, the last adventurer chained for trial, and the enemy routed. Yet, he couldn’t rejoice. 
 
    "Overall, while this isn’t a perfect victory, I say Your Majesty came out of this adventure with more good than harm," Manling Victor said, always seeing the positive even in the darkest of times. "We got a huge amount of loot. More than if we had fulfilled a quest." 
 
    "You call this a victory, minion?" Vainqueur couldn’t shake his overwhelming sense of dread filling the air. A dark cloud, once banished, had swept back unto the land, bringing an end to his happy days. "The enemy is out there." 
 
    "It’s true that the fomor escaped, but we have a prisoner and the golem’s remains—" 
 
    "Who cares about the fairy?!" Vainqueur turned to his manling, fire in his eyes. How could his chief of staff not understand the gravity of the situation? The sinister consequences of this day for dragonkind, no, the world at large? "I am talking about the true enemy of dragonkind, no, life itself!"  
 
    A great darkness, once barely kept at bay, had returned. The seal was broken. 
 
    "Minion, the vile Furibon has escaped!" 
 
    Manling Victor fell silent, crushed by his shame. Finally, he understood that in failing to keep the monstrous lich imprisoned, all the countless atrocities the goldslayer would commit shall be on his head. 
 
    Nothing would be the same anymore. 
 
    "There shall be a new War of the Hoard," Vainqueur said with the grimness of an old warrior, glancing at the horizon as if he could glimpse the pitch blackness of the era ahead. "And the world will know the terror of lead, once again…" 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    16: To the Mooooon! 
 
    "I’m surprised Your Majesty wanted to join me on this one," Manling Victor said, guiding his master to a valley near Murmurin. "I thought you considered ruling minion work." 
 
    "The vile Furibon has returned, Friend Victor," Vainqueur reminded his trusty sidekick. "My empire is no longer safe. We must remain vigilant, and prepare for the dark times ahead." 
 
    There was still one of those conmanlings to deal with, but with Furibon’s escape, Vainqueur had decided to put his revenge on hold. The dark lich, whose imprisonment had only made crueler and bitter, would doubtlessly take revenge for his shameful defeat. 
 
    And the Emperor would be ready to defend his hoard once again. "While I trusted you to Do the Thing, I shall now take a personal interest in managing my Empire and build its defenses against invaders. I shall also order the minions build me an arena." 
 
    "An arena?" 
 
    "A great, shining arena where my subjects can shower me with gold every week!" 
 
    The dragon and his lackey oversaw the valley, or rather, the crater created by the Iron Eagle when Vainqueur threw it there. The dwarves had taken over the area and turned it into an open scrapyard, scavenging the ship’s remains while building forges and workshops nearby. They had also created strange metallic constructs that the dragon couldn’t identify. 
 
    More surprising, his eccentric guests had started rebuilding the Eagle itself, pulling back its wings and polishing its cannons. 
 
    Marbré, the dwarf’s leader, waited for them next to it alongside two bodyguards. "Emperor Vainqueur, Grand Vizier Victor!" he saluted them, as they landed on his side. "Welcome! You come back to us triumphant!" 
 
    "Hi, Marbré," Victor replied on both his and his master’s behalf. 
 
    "First, let me congratulate you on exporting the revolution across borders," the dwarf said, Vainqueur puffing his chest. "Twice, you have killed an elf imperialist, and crushed a fairy-sponsored counter-revolution." 
 
    "Yes, yes, you are too kind," Vainqueur replied. "But now is not the time for praise. Now is the time for action! We are at war!" 
 
    "Have you given a look to the golem’s head?" Manling Victor asked, annoying his master by underestimating the threat of Furibon in favor of that tin can. 
 
    Manling Victor had insisted that they bring back the golem for the dwarves to oversee, but carrying it and the looting bag had proven too tiresome for Vainqueur. The dragon had settled on taking the head and some gears, before dumping the rest in the ocean. 
 
    "It is one of the most fascinating pieces of technology I have seen yet," the dwarf replied. "I recognize the fomor Mag Mell’s handiwork, but the core mechanisms look similar to those of the Eagle. Our engineers have only barely begun studying that machine, and it will take us weeks to disassemble it." 
 
    "Clearly, the fairies elaborated this entire operation to free the vile Furibon from his seal," Vainqueur said. "We must prepare ourselves for his return, and this means strengthening our military." 
 
    "Your Majesty, I believe these events are unconnected—" 
 
    "Manling Victor, you are my adviser, but I won all the wars," Vainqueur cut him off. "Do you not see the great conspiracy trying to take me down? How it all fits?" 
 
    "Your enemies are the enemies of the Averagist Revolution, and you can count on us to support you." Marbré nodded, the dwarf seeing the bigger picture. "We will lend you our strength and expertise." 
 
    "Then show me." 
 
    The dwarf ambassador waved a hand at the Iron Eagle. "As you can see, we have analyzed this elf weapon, and in two weeks, it will work again. It shall, without a doubt, become the backbone of your country’s military, and allow you to cross the ocean to export the revolution across the world." 
 
    Vainqueur remembered something. "Minion, the vile Furibon, who is evil and must be destroyed again, said his phylactery was hidden on another continent. If sealing could not keep him imprisoned, we have to find his soul, and destroy him for good." 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty, but there are eight continents since Atlantis is still a thing on Outremonde. Do you really intend to explore all of them?" 
 
    "I will spare no effort to see the lich destroyed," Vainqueur ordered with a firm nod. "I want this machine painted gold and staffed with minions. It shall no longer be called the Iron Eagle, but the Piggy Bank." 
 
    His piggy bank. 
 
    "Your Majesty, I do not want to be the one to say it, but…" Manling Victor struggled to find his words, while the dwarves remained stone-faced. "The name is not… not very good." 
 
    "I am a dragon," Vainqueur replied. "It shall be known as the Piggy Bank." 
 
    Friend Victor let out a strange sound. "Why not Flying Gold?" 
 
    "That sounds too imperialistic," Marbré contested. 
 
    "See?" Vainqueur replied. "Manling Victor, leave the names to me and focus on our class progression. Doubtlessly, our enemy has learned his lesson, and the tricks we used to put him down shall not work again. I expect you to research further ways to increase our strength." 
 
    Speaking of classes… while Marbré gave them a tour of the weapon forges, Vainqueur let his minion handle the discussions for a moment to check on his new features. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Due to meeting entry requirements through your [Crested] Perk and [Gladiator] levels, you can convert some of your levels into promoted Classes! Stats will not be affected, but Perks will. 
 
    You can combine [Gladiator] with [Emperor] into [Augustus], or [Gladiator] and [Witch Hunter] into [Godhand]. 
 
    [Augustus]: a glamorous emperor ruling through fabulous charm, bread, and circus. Specialties: Unarmed, All Melee Weapons, and Leadership. Major growths in Strength, Skill, Charisma, and Luck. Perks affected: Noblesse Oblige. 
 
    [Godhand]: A melee-fighter empowering his fists with magical effects to take down mages. Specialties: Unarmed, Anti-magic, Status Ailments, and Self-Buffs. Major growths in Strength, Skill, Vitality, and Agility. Perks affected: Witch Burning, Hunter’s Resolve, Exorcism. 
 
     "Augustus!" Vainqueur immediately decided. [Witch Hunter] had served him well against the evil Furibon in the past, and certainly combining his two favorite classes could only end well. 
 
      
 
    Choice registered! Your [Gladiator] and [Emperor] levels have been transformed into [Augustus] levels. [Gladiator] and [Emperor] are no longer accessible. 
 
    [Noblesse Oblige] replaced with [King of Games]. 
 
    [King of Games]: Whenever you face a check in a game or game-like situation, you gain a stat bonus equal to your Charisma divided by four. 
 
      
 
    Pffft, of course he would always win any game he participated in. The fact his limitless charm was recognized made his day, though. 
 
    "We have already started smelting weapons for your armed forces, in partnership with your troll smith," the dwarf declared, bringing Vainqueur back to reality. 
 
    "We should be ready for any outside attack, but I can’t say the same for infiltration," Manling Victor said, before turning to his master. "Is your Majesty happy with the dwarf’s work?" 
 
    "Almost," Vainqueur replied. "Dwarf Marbré, my kind has once again proved its superiority over all of life, completing quests and leaving me without honest, richly rewarded work. For the sake of my hoard, I must now turn my eyes to a new frontier, and the gold mine up in the skies." 
 
    "The Moooooooon?" 
 
    "The Moon, yes." 
 
    "Thanks the gods, Your Majesty says it the right way," Manling Victor flattered his master. "Also, this is a literal mission from god." 
 
    "Gods are the drug dealers of the people," Marbré replied with a stone face. "You will outgrow them." 
 
    "I could fly up to the Moon, but I would burn so much fat I would become skinny and ravenous," Vainqueur said. "I would have to eat every cow in sight and hibernate, which would leave my hoard unattended. Henceforth, Dwarf Marbré, find a way to send me to the Moon without any effort from my part." 
 
    "How could Your Majesty fly to the Moon without breathing air?" Manling Victor asked a silly question. 
 
    "Manling Victor, I breathe fire, not air." Vainqueur rolled his eyes at this idiocy. "How could you forget that after all that we have shared?" 
 
    "True, that was a stupid remark," Manling Victor replied with a flat tone. 
 
    "Indeed, which is very unlike you." 
 
    "Grand Vizier, if I may, what makes you say there is no air in space?" Marbré the dwarf asked. 
 
    "Because there isn’t," Manling Victor replied. "My kind… or rather, those of my homeworld of Earth, already managed to send people to space. It’s a big, dark, empty void." 
 
    "That…" Marbré considered the question. "That makes our war against the sun much more difficult than expected." 
 
    "And there isn’t air on the moon… I think." Manling Victor marked a short pause. "Come to think of it, maybe I should ask Thul-Gathar. But I am ninety-nine percent sure there is neither air nor gravity in space." 
 
    "I should have known the cowardly sun would build a fortress between justice and him," the dwarf replied. "Moon Beasts favored by the Moon Man have interplanetary teleportation as a special Perk, but they cannot bring anyone with them. But thankfully, we may have a solution. A rocket." 
 
    "A rocket?" Vainqueur and Victor asked at once. 
 
    In response, Marbré led them to a bigger, half-built version of the Wind Spear which Maure tried to kill Vainqueur with. 
 
    "Marbré." 
 
    "Yes, Grand Vizier Victor?" 
 
    "That’s a primitive missile, not a rocket." 
 
    "What difference does it make?" Vainqueur asked, curious. 
 
    "This is a bigger replica of the Wind Spear Maure used against us! It’s a weapon, not a transporter!" 
 
    "Our Sunslayer was built purely for non-threatening purposes," the dwarf replied with a flat tone. "We have absolutely no intention of attacking anyone with it." 
 
    "There are bombs on this thing!" Manling Victor protested. "I can smell the gunpowder from there!" 
 
    "Bombs are people too, Lord Victor. They react to imperialist aggression by blowing themselves up, true, but who is to say they should be barred from boarding a rocket—" 
 
    "A missile." 
 
    "Certainly travel should be allowed to everyone, even bombs. And I can assure you that our rocket never exploded in the past." 
 
    "Wait... I received complains of quakes while we were away," Manling Victor said. "That was your doing?" 
 
    "Our rocket never blew up. It was sabotaged by elf bourgeois infiltrators before the flight because they feared the revolution." 
 
    "Furibon," Vainqueur guessed. "He is already at work among us!" 
 
    "Right," Manling Victor said with a strange tone. 
 
    "And as you pointed out if we manage to send someone up, it must survive in a vacuum," Marbré insisted. "Bombs are small and do not breathe." 
 
    "What does size have to do with this?" Vainqueur asked with a worried frown. 
 
    "Our device needs gravity powerstones, which are extremely rare, to propel itself past the clouds," Marbré replied. "The more weight, the more stones needed. We cannot afford to waste any of our supply, so the prototype should be able to fly small passengers before we create a model sized for Your Majesty. And unfortunately, none of our test pilots survived the tests so far. This slows down progress." 
 
    "Yeah, speed hurts," Victor said, "There were a few victims in the space race at home, and while we don't have magic, we are way ahead of this world in matters of technology." 
 
    "It will take us years, if not decades, to create a rocket capable of reaching the Mooooon, but it would be much faster if we had pilots who could survive test flights," Marbré said, "We need a test subject who is highly resistant to physical damage, does not need to breathe, and small enough to fit in a very narrow space. Such creatures aren’t raining—" 
 
    Vainqueur’s eyes widened. "Minions, they do!" 
 
      
 
    "Babies?" 
 
    "To send to the Moon," Victor replied to his pet. That exchange sounded a lot better in his mind. 
 
    After the whole jelly rain fiasco, Victor had turned one of the farms into an improvised shelter, which Junior had turned into its new lair. While Akhenapep had advised to distribute cats to control the population, Murmurin’s citizens had instead latched onto jellies. Slimes had become popular pets, and those eager to adopt one had to first gain Junior’s trust before they could return home with it. Victor counted thousands of the tiny creatures looking at Vainqueur in awe from behind a fence. 
 
    "Moon sky?" Junior pointed a finger at the clouds. 
 
    "Yes, the planet," Vainqueur invited himself in the conversation. 
 
    "No!" Junior hissed in response, moving between Vainqueur and the fence. "Children!" 
 
    "Okay, I will not lie, the dwarf’s device looks shoddy," Victor admitted. "But I will have Barnabas help. We will make sure our tester is as safe as possible." 
 
    "Minion, stop arguing with your pet, this is ridiculous," Vainqueur cut in, the dragon turning to Junior. "I understand that you wish to protect your progeny, but this is for my own good." 
 
    Strangely, Junior seemed to hesitate at Vainqueur's words, but still didn't bulge. "Danger!" 
 
    While Vainqueur glanced down at the mimic with annoyance, Victor’s mind furiously worked on finding a peaceful solution before the dragon ate his own pet for the defiance. Fortunately, the sound of a large crowd stepping towards them interrupted the argument. 
 
    The second he recognized the newcomers, Victor suppressed a sigh of agony. 
 
    "Prophet, we have heard of your divine mission, and have come to offer our help!" The cult of the Moon Man had gathered, from its squid priest to its lowest member. Worse, they had grown in numbers, followers of the deity from all across the Mistral Continent having traveled to Murmurin to follow in their prophet’s footsteps. "We shall all give our hands for the creation of the glorious ark!" 
 
    "Guys, thanks, but this is a very delicate matter," Victor said, trying to let them down gently. They had become relatively harmless since he laid down rules for them to follow, but their zealousness frightened him a bit. "We are just figuring out a way to—" 
 
    "I offer my child!" A squid-like humanoid presented Victor with a viscous tadpole. "He is moist and ready for the sacrifice!" 
 
    "Sacrifices are forbidden!" another cultist replied. "Learn the proper doctrine!" 
 
    "I will gladly offer my jelly pet Finky as the chosen slime!" A werewolf presented Victor with a pink slime, slipping through his fingers. "Please, bless him!" 
 
    "Take my life if needed!" A werewolf all but threw herself at his feet. "I am ready to be martyred, so my children can reach the Promised Land!" 
 
    "Me first!" The cultists all but began to shove one another out of the way. 
 
    "Friend Victor, how great that you have found such zealous minions," Vainqueur spoke up with appreciation, "I am so proud." 
 
    Victor closed his eyes and sighed. He was starting to wonder if he should go Old Testament on them; a lot of prophets didn’t show as much patience as he did with this insanity. 
 
    No seriously, how could this madness end well? 
 
    "Moon!" 
 
    A cute, kitten-like voice made itself heard, Victor glancing at its source; the cultists fell silent to imitate him. 
 
    A blue jelly with two big, yellow eyes, had jumped on the fence. "Moon!" it said, before hopping at Victor’s feet. "Moon!" 
 
    "Danger!" Junior shouted back at the jelly with a disapproving voice. 
 
    "Adventure!" 
 
    "Young!" 
 
    "Stars! Dream!" 
 
    "Family!" 
 
    Victor watched Junior and the jelly have a heated one-word argument, unable to fully understand the gist of it. From afar, it did look like the discussion he once had with his parents about abandoning his stupid dreams about becoming a professional Youtuber to go to university. 
 
    "Moon moon!" The slime was a lot better at arguing back than Victor ever was though. "Sword rocket!" 
 
    "Sword rocket?" This argument took Junior aback, the chest turning to Victor. "Sword rocket?" 
 
    What? What did he miss? "It’s, uh, it’s pointy yes." Wait, how did it know? Did the slime watch the tests? 
 
    "Sword rocket…" Junior turned back towards its adopted child, "Moon?" 
 
    "Moon," the jelly replied with steely determination in its cute, tiny eyes. 
 
    "Back," Junior pleaded. "Alive." 
 
    "Sword live," the jelly replied with a kind, affectionate tone. Junior patted it on the head, the creature turning to Victor next, "Moon?" 
 
    "Uh…" At this point, Victor had abandoned all hope of making sense out of it. "Yes, you will go to the Moon. One day. Maybe." 
 
    It would probably take years, if not decades, for their ‘space program’ to reach it even with magic, but with Vainqueur and a deity dead-set on the idea… they had to succeed eventually. 
 
    "Moon!" 
 
    "The chosen jelly will lead us to the Moooon!" the cultists cheered the jelly and began to utter prayers to their god. "Lä Moon Man cf’ayak’vulgtmm, vugtlagln vulgtmm!" 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Thanks to your encouragement, Buzz Jelly gained a level in [Stuntman]! 
 
      
 
    "Mooooon..." The blue slime gazed at the skies with longing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17: Interlude: The Fairy Lords 
 
    The fomor Hamelin loved human weapons. 
 
    "This is the legendary weapon [Magnum]," he told the manling while presenting him the silver-plated gun. "It was used by Knight Lee Oswald to kill King Lincoln at the battle of Pearl Harbor. It is like a bow that can pierce even the toughest hide." 
 
    The manling, some self-righteous bounty hunter, looked at the weapon with fascination. "King Lincoln?" 
 
    "The King of America, the world beyond the sea," Hamelin lied. "It is a land of weapons, where dragons called dinosaurs existed." 
 
    "Existed?" 
 
    Hamelin responded with a crooked grin. 
 
    One of his rats made noise while jumping on one of the back-alley’s trash piles. The manling turned around, trying to see in the darkness of the night; he had been on edge since the meeting started, wary of Barin’s watch interrupting them. 
 
    "Don’t worry," Hamelin reassured the animal. His rats surveyed the area, keeping watch of the perimeter from the roofs. He continued the presentation as if nothing happened, although the manling remained uneasy. "Point, and pull the trigger. So easy, even children can use it." 
 
    The piper approached his lips to the manling’s ears. 
 
    "They did." 
 
    That was why he adored firearms. They were deadly and so easy to use, that an untrained peasant could kill a trained knight with it. The perfect spark for wars, revolts, and slaughters. 
 
    The more the manling listened, the more he looked like a bear having found a honeypot. He feared the bees, but the prize tasted so sweet. "Can it kill dragons?" 
 
    "Only the younger ones, and the eggs. It will hurt the bigger ones, but not kill." 
 
    "The eggs?" 
 
    "The best way to deal with dragons is to smash their eggs and kill their young before they grow big and unmanageable. Just put [Magnum] in between their eyes, and pull the trigger." 
 
    "Killing… kill their young?" The manling recoiled at his words. Why did the mortals always turn self-righteous when children were mentioned? 
 
    Still, the piper sensed this one just needed a little push to come around his way of thinking. "They don’t have feelings, my friend. They’re predators and thieves the moment they are born. Have you seen any dragon hesitate about burning houses with screaming innocents inside? Of course not. That’s why we have got to kill them every last one of 'em. It’s a knightly duty." 
 
    That line always worked. No matter how hard they tried to portray themselves as mercenaries, adventurers always wanted to be looked up to deep down. 
 
    "Yeah…" Hamelin said nothing, letting the manling convince himself. "Yeah, you’re right. They’re literally monsters." 
 
    "Greedy monsters. Once they just stole gold, now they even take jobs. They don’t care about you. It’s a tough world, and you have to defend your livelihood, right?" 
 
    "But what about the adults? If I-" 
 
    "We have the weapons to kill adults too, and we will handle them," Hamelin reassured the manling, "But everyone has to do their part. Will you do yours? Will you rise up and seize the day?" 
 
    The bounty hunter nodded, taking the weapon. "You said you had others?" 
 
    "Plenty." Although his stockpile shrank a lot faster than he thought. "I keep the best for myself and my friends. Maybe you will become part of the inner circle too, one day." 
 
    "How much do you want?" 
 
    "I’m doing it for the cause," Hamelin replied, giving him a letter. "But if you want more and better stuff, you have to prove your dedication. Capture young dragons with class levels, alive, and give them to our care." 
 
    The manling took the paper, read it, then incinerated the contents with a spell to leave no trace. "It’s as good as done." 
 
    "I only believe in what I see," Hamelin replied. "Get results, and I will contact you again." 
 
    The hunter responded with a sharp nod and offered his hand. Although the physical contact privately disgusted him, the fomor took it with a smirk. 
 
    Mell Lin, who preferred the nickname of the Pied Piper of Hamelin after his most infamous crime, watched the manling leave with the weapon hidden beneath his cloak. That deal went well, and hopefully, this one would succeed at slaying a dragon, where many of his kind failed. 
 
    If he didn’t, that meant one less manling to kill down the line. 
 
    Claimed were harder to bait. They had grown up with firearms, and while they recognized their potential, they lacked the quasi-religious respect their descendants had for guns and rifles. They always asked too many questions about where he got the weapons from, and he often had to silence them. 
 
    Most fomors were cold as ice, but Hamelin was different. Where his kind held nothing but apathy for mortals and considered killing them a chore, the piper had come to enjoy the good work. 
 
    He had toyed with mortals for centuries, in one form or another. Once, long before they learned the power of classes, he had come across a manling village infested with rats. On a whim, he took on a human shape and offered the villagers to take care of the problem, leading the rats with his pipe to drown in a river. 
 
    The manlings refused to pay him. 
 
    So Hamelin sang another song, and they paid the price with blood. 
 
    The fond memory made the fairy chuckle. Those were the old days when the Old Folk ruled over lesser creatures, and none but the dragons could challenge them. Then the mortals learned the power of Classes, and the natural order crumbled. 
 
    The fomors still had strongholds across Outremonde. They ruled Prydain, and held sway in the Dark Forest covering most of the world. King Wotan and Baba Yaga also ruled vast expanses north of the Winter Kingdoms, but they were too soft toward mortals. They let them live. 
 
    But these shallow kingdoms shrank every century, a decline which Balaur halted, but could not stop. 
 
    Would Mell Odieuse do better? So far, he liked his sister’s style, subtle and devious like his own. 
 
    One of his rat familiars crawled to him, Hamelin lowering his head to listen to his report. The piper had granted a mind to that beast, and unlike the bigger ratkin, the rodent remembered his place. "The paladin and the dragonling returned the bottle to Barsino," the rat told his master. "He greeted them with a feast." 
 
    "What about Mot?" 
 
    "V&V sealed him within his own bottle with a wish and ordered that he never get out again." 
 
    That idiot. They would need magic greater than Mot’s to unseal him, and only Baba Yaga’s sorcery fit that criteria. Unfortunately, she despised the djinn. 
 
    Should they ask Sablar? The fomors had a loose alliance with that mercurial deity, but it was his high priest who caught Mot in the first place. "Can you steal the bottle?" 
 
    "No," the rat shook his head. "Even if I could, we would surely be seen." 
 
    Not a fair trade. Hamelin’s slaves had proven their value time and time again, while Mot had been stupid enough to get caught by mortals twice. He would have his rodents keep an eye on the bottle in case an opportunity to snatch it presented itself, but the fomor wouldn’t take any risk. "At least the tactician will not make any wish." 
 
    "He was surprisingly happy with the result." Hamelin’s eyes squinted at these words. "The paladin reacted the same way, so Barsino told her he had wanted to study the bottle’s design and then bury it in a place where it would never be found. He knew Mot would twist any wish he made." 
 
    "The design, you say?" Hamelin quickly caught on. An artifact that could trap even the strongest of the fairies… of course, the famed tactician would want to study a powerful weapon against the fomors. He had survived more assassination attempts from them than that ‘Fidel Castro’ did on Earth. 
 
    Fairies had a long memory, and they never forgot a slight. Barsino had played a large role in Balaur’s defeat, and Mell Odieuse had marked him for death, like that paladin. 
 
    Especially the paladin. "What of Kia Bekele and Knightsbane’s niece?" 
 
    "Barsino welcomed the human with a feast and showered the dragonling with diamonds. She declared him her new best friend, and they laughed. The tactician said great games would be organized in their honor." 
 
    This would strand them in Barin for weeks. Hamelin considered the situation, an idea for mischief crossing his mind. 
 
    "Plague." 
 
    A green glow briefly surrounded his thrall, as Hamelin’s vile spell infused him with a curse. "Your fangs now carry a dangerous disease," the piper said. "Spread it to the mortals of this city. To their merchants and dignitaries, so they carry my gift across borders. 
 
    "Ugh, I hate the taste of elflings and manlings," the rat complained. "But you can count on me." 
 
    "You and your brothers keep an eye on all three of our sworn enemies, the bottle, and my catspaws." 
 
    "Cat?" the rat glanced around, making Hamelin chuckle. "Master, please don’t scare me like that!" 
 
    "Do the work, and I will make you grow bigger than a dog," the piper lied. He had learned the lesson from the beastkin; to never make his slaves too strong nor too smart, lest they get ideas. "Now go." 
 
    His thrall fled the alley, carrying Hamelin’s gift with him. 
 
    His work done, the fomor brought out his dragonbone pipe from under his cloak and summoned a fairy ring with a song. A dark green portal opened before him, and vanished after the fairy lord crossed it. 
 
    As he landed back home, in his father’s workshop, Hamelin dropped his human guise. 
 
    His skin turned from flesh to rotten wood, crimson eyes opening all over it; on his shoulders, his chest, and his ‘hat’. His clothes revealed their true nature as parts of his body, his beard turned into tentacled roots, and his fingers became branches. Hamelin was an old nightmare, one of the horrors that made mortals fear to tread the woods at night. 
 
    When he arrived, the smell of oil and gunpowder greeted the piper. Giants and ogres worked metal under a twisted dark wood ceiling, fashioning steel armor, carefully breaking down earthling weapons into tiny pieces, or assembled the head of a new golem. 
 
    Hamelin’s forefather, the insectoid fomor Mag Mell, oversaw his thralls’ work with a craftsman’s attention. "Another layer," he ordered his servants, each of whom he created in his lab. "A thicker armor with less impurities." 
 
    "Thrice thicker, father," Hamelin suggested. "Vainqueur blasted the chest apart." 
 
    "Did you see it from your hiding spot, my son?" Mag Mell responded without sparing his child a glance. "I wonder." 
 
    "Oh, I had the most beautiful view of your toy getting punched into scrap." It had been like one of those ‘movies’ the Earth’s manlings loved so much. "I cannot wait to see how the next one fares." 
 
    Each fomor was a lord on its own, with their own fief and servants, answering to no one. Only a mighty, charismatic leader such as King Balaur could shape these proud lords into a cohesive army, and only so long as he lived. The fairies felt no love toward one another, except a kinship as the supreme overlords of creation; even bloodline held little sway. 
 
    The downsides of lacking a soul. Love, humor, kindness... Hamelin could not understand these strange things the mortals prized. 
 
    "I too expect better results." 
 
    Like a snake in the grass, Mell Odieuse had sneaked up on her kindred without even Hamelin noticing. The piper showed no hint of fear, greeting his sister with a tip of his hat, but couldn’t quite shake the dread she inspired. 
 
    As usual, she wore her human guise, infuriating her progenitor. 
 
    "Daughter, you displease me with this face," Mag Mell said with disgust. Every mortal reminded him of the System he loathed with a passion. After all, he partly created it. 
 
    All fomors could create life, or grant intelligence to objects and animals. Mag Mell once crafted a magical dice, in an attempt to create an artifact that could tap into new forms of sorcery. On a whim, he also granted it a mind. 
 
    So Dice was born, and with a roll, brought the System to Outremonde. 
 
    To say Mag Mell had regretted that incident ever since would be an understatement. 
 
    For indirectly bringing the cursed System into the world and giving mortals an edge against them, the fairy lords shunned Mag Mell. Ever since then, the mad fomor had dedicated his immortal life to regaining his kind’s favor and bringing down the System. 
 
    None had studied the cursed Classes as extensively as Mag Mell, and his work yielded results over the centuries. The spell [Darkest Fear], meant to make sure mortals slept in the dirt forever; the Black Crests, traps that would twist men and women into abominations when they yearned for power; and countless monsters engineered to kill heroes. 
 
    When King Balaur approached him with a chance to regain his honor by assisting in his crusade, Mag Mell eagerly supported him. He fed Balaur potions to make the dullahan grow, grow, and grow until none could defeat him. They had become so close to taking back Outremonde last century... 
 
    Yet Balaur died, and Mag Mell fled in disgrace to fight another day. 
 
    But the fairies learned. Where brute force had failed with King Balaur, Mell Odieuse chose strife, division, and hate. Make the mortals fight one another, encourage a state of war unending, and then decimate the winners when they least expected it. 
 
    Hamelin preferred that approach to the old one. His kind called him a coward because he preyed on those who couldn’t fight back and ran when needed, but he called it intelligence. Good old Hamelin had bested many heroes in the past centuries, and he was still around. 
 
    Hamelin knew nothing awaited him after death. Having no soul, his body would dissolve into the soil from which it sprang, and all would go dark. That fear had motivated the piper for centuries, drove him to kill others before they could do the same to him. 
 
    Mell Odieuse ignored her father and cut straight to business. "Lin, report." 
 
    "I distributed the weapons as you asked," Hamelin replied. "Pulled a small prank on Barin too, but Mot is out for good." 
 
    Mell Odieuse’s frown deepened as he gave her more details, while Mag let out a bitter hiss when he mentioned Kia Bekele. "What next, my sister?" Hamelin asked once he finished. "Do you need more weapons?" 
 
    "I will open the doors again on Samhain when my powers reach their peak," the dark witch confirmed. It took a lot of mana to open the Earthgate, and so the fomors only used it for short trips. Not to mention the 'magical problems' on the other side. "But you will fetch me more than guns this time." 
 
    "Your obsession with the Earthlings’ technology will be your undoing, my daughter," said Mag Mell, who feared it. Enough that he never dare launch a raid on Earth since the manlings invented firearms. "Magic will be our salvation, you shall see." 
 
    Mell Odieuse’s eyes turned disdainful. "Finish your so-called ‘masterpiece’ first, and then I will believe you." 
 
    "Lin gave me the samples I needed," Mag Mell replied. "Where you were found lacking, my new creation will succeed." 
 
    Hamelin would have sold his pipe to read his sister’s thoughts, behind that cold face of her. 
 
    Mag Mell made Mell Odieuse from his own blood, but he fed her that of dragons all her youth. He even infused her with the bones of ‘Vainqueur’ that the adventurers brought them, hoping to create a powerful champion for the fomors. 
 
    He made Mell Odieuse powerful, alright, and cunning too. But she was no King Balaur. 
 
    The piper may have to blame his choice of agents for that. When Hamelin learned Knightsbane had returned, his fury at being tricked knew no bounds; and doubly so when he learned dragons gained levels. At least he finally got around to stealing Vainqueur’s blood, and that Cornelia died as a sweet bonus. 
 
    "In the meantime, you will finish the new iteration of the Talos Golem, until I agree with the final design." 
 
    "My talents are wasted on this pointless task." A consummate artist, the fomor would rather have moved on with another project after the failure of the first golem, but his daughter had forced him to create more while working out the flaws. 
 
    Mell Odieuse glanced at her father with cold dead eyes. "Is this defiance then, father?" 
 
    An uncomfortable, threatening silence filled the workshop, Hamelin noticing that even Mag’s thralls had frozen. The patriarch said nothing for several seconds, before finally answering, "No." 
 
    "Then get back to work." 
 
    "What about Knightsbane?" Hamelin asked as Mag Mell turned to oversee his thralls. "He knows." 
 
    "I will not allow a dragon to become a god," Mell Odieuse said. "Especially not Knightsbane. We have to destabilize his ‘empire’ before it becomes a new Gardemagne or gives the dragons ideas. I already sent Lucie to take care of them, and you will assist her." 
 
    "We would not be in this mess if she hadn’t lied to Good Ol’ Hamelin back then," the piper pointed out. His sister’s protection was the only reason that treacherous vampire still ‘lived.’ 
 
    "So long as she is of use, you shall wait," his sister replied, although Hamelin caught the not-so-subtle message. If the vampire failed… "Until then, you shall follow my strategy." 
 
    The piper was nothing if not patient. His time for revenge would come. 
 
    Hamelin summoned another fairy ring, this time to the Nightblades’ stronghold of Noblecoeur, briefly glancing at his father chafing at his task. 
 
    Mag Mell feared the Earthlings and their weapons, but his daughter loved them even more than Hamelin. He thought his sister had the right idea, to combine their sorcery and the technology from Earth to gain an edge. 
 
    In time, when they had retaken Outremonde, they would cleanse that mortal nest. Cut their supply of heroes at the source. 
 
    No more saviors from another world. 
 
    "Lin," Mell Odieuse interrupted her brother before he could cross the portal. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "You said Barsino wanted to study the bottle to trap us?" 
 
    "I do not see another reason," he replied, "Why?" 
 
    "I have an idea," the fairy replied ominously, a heartless, cruel smile forming on her face. 
 
    Even for a hardened killer, the sight chilled Hamelin to the core. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    18: Dark Side of the Gold 
 
    "What do you mean, my Karma Credit Score is in the red?!" 
 
    "Due to ‘chaotic behavior,’ ‘dishonorable combat maneuvers’ and ‘remorseless killing of thine own kind,’ your karma has moved towards a weak shade of chaotic evil," Miel read him a report with a frown on her face. "Your new classes also do not inspire confidence." 
 
    "That's ridiculous! I earned them saving baby dragons from raiders!" 
 
    "Adventurers whose job loss is indirectly your doing, and most of these dragons being dangerously destructive themselves. Opposing a fomor plot gave you a bonus, but not enough to offset the downward spiral. We will have to increase your subscription rate if you want to keep the benefits of your current insurance." 
 
    Victor slammed his head against his mansion’s table. These thieves already took half of his SP at the end of each month! 
 
    "I’m sorry," Miel tried to reassure him. "I am defending your case the best I can, but I have a lot of pressure from my higher-ups." 
 
    "They’re blaming my score downgrade on you?" 
 
    Miel sighed, apparently as annoyed as him. "It is a hard job, regulations are strict, and my higher-ups want to avoid too many people undeserving of Heaven dodging their due karmic retribution. I would like the rules to relax a bit, but I do not make them." 
 
    "Why don’t you strike on your own?" Victor suggested, massaging his forehead. "Free enterprise and all." 
 
    "Like an infernal corporation?" Miel shivered. "That is not how Heaven works, and I would certainly fall." 
 
    While he contested the evil part of his alignments, the more Victor heard, the more he thought chaos fit him a lot better than the alternative. "Heaven sounds like a huge, sticky bureaucracy." 
 
    "It is." Miel let out a sigh. "I wish I would spend more time relaxing than managing celestial red tape." 
 
    "Maybe I could help you with the relaxing part. Maybe we can have a drink?" 
 
    "Dear client, are you making a pass at me?" 
 
    "I’m just saying, I’m high-level, rich…" As he said that, the ground shook, probably due to another one of Marbré’s rockets blowing up. The jelly tester had survived two of them so far. "And available." 
 
      
 
    Charisma check… 
 
    Partial success! 
 
      
 
    Finally! Vainqueur was right, that rich line worked! 
 
    "This would be very unprofessional," Miel replied, although she did sound like she was considering the offer. "Besides, you are already dating someone, are you not?" 
 
    "I haven’t committed to anything outside of a second date yet," Victor pointed out. 
 
    "I must warn you that harems have a negative effect on your Karma Score, albeit not as much as a committed monogamous relationship with Chocolatine. My projections say your Karma will take a hard, hard dive downward if you go there. I cannot stress how much I discourage this course of action." 
 
    "What can I get away with?" 
 
    "If you somehow convince Chocolatine to turn around towards good, you will get what we call the ‘RedemFinder Bonus,’ which is very appreciated up there. However, I highly suggest that you marry someone with a more positive alignment, such as Miss Bekele." 
 
    "Okay, I’m drawing a line in the sand there, I’m not letting insurance dictate my love life," Victor replied. "I already risk my life as it is." 
 
    The angel let out a sigh. "For your offer, I would consider it if your karma moved to good. I do not want a fling with an evil mortal jeopardizing my career, and while my superiors are ambivalent about chaos, they are not about that part. Alas, you are drenched in sin..." 
 
    "Are you trying to guilt-trip me?" 
 
    "Heaven patented this approach," she replied with a kind smile. "We will save your soul, no matter what." 
 
    Yeah, right. Victor had the feeling she needed to loosen up a bit and tone down the holier-than-thou spiel but kept his mouth shut. At least she meant well, instead of filling her pockets, like Malfy. "How are sales going?" 
 
    "Excellent!" she replied too fast and with a grin too big for it to be true. 
 
    "Miel…" 
 
    "I don’t understand!" Her facade quickly cracked. "We cut the prices by seventy percent during our Feather Friday promotion, and clie—our lambs flocked to our rivals anyway!" 
 
    "Really?" Victor raised an eyebrow, although this didn’t surprise him all that much. "Maybe I should take a loo—" 
 
    "No, please!" she begged him, her sharp change of demeanor making him jump off his seat. "You are our star client! I will be fired if you cancel. I-I will be homeless, and I will die in the snow all alone!" 
 
    "We are in a desert, it never snows," Victor pointed out. 
 
    Miel responded by looking at him with big, tearful eyes. 
 
    Another guilt-tripping attempt… but it worked. The things he did for pretty faces. "Look, I don’t promise anything," the vizier said. "But I can look into it later. Maybe you just need to revise your marketing." 
 
    After five minutes of reassuring the angel until her face dried up, Victor sent her on her way to focus on other matters. 
 
    A ghoul walked in to replace her. "Hi, Jules," the vizier greeted the necromancer, who had now grown into a friend. 
 
    "Good morning, Victor," the necromancer replied before taking a seat. "I hope you recovered from your last fight." 
 
    "Don’t tell me." Overall though, the adventure had ended much better than it could have. The survivor was kept in the castle’s dungeon and interrogated, but had little to say. Most of the items found at the adventurers’ base, including the Black Crest, had been confiscated and sealed in the vault. While Furibon’s escape was a mess, they had gained excellent loot out of the adventure, and even a new mount. "I was actually looking forward to discussing class progression with you. I like to talk my way out, but I have a recurring charisma problem." 
 
    "That does not surprise me," the necromancer replied. "[Monster Knight] and [Reaper] strike me as well-rounded classes without a particular focus. What other classes have you leveled in recently?" 
 
    "[Grand Vizier]." 
 
    "Oh, then you should be fine. The Vizier variant of [Noble] has a strong growth in charisma." 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. "Really?" 
 
    "You need a lot of charm to convince rulers to keep you employed in spite of obvious treacherous tendencies." 
 
    Fair point. 
 
    "I heard they have very useful Perks, but Viziers are rare and poorly researched. I know for sure that they can hide most of their abilities and karma at a certain level, but otherwise, users of the class keep their cards close to the chest." 
 
    Huh? Hiding your Karma? 
 
    Food for thought. "I also have levels in [Chaos Rider], and I’m not proud of saying it, [Assassin]." 
 
    "Mmm… [Chaos Rider] is a combat class with strong physical stats, but poor charisma. However, [Assassin] usually combines with the Noble-line class at some point, usually into rare combinations such as [Caligula], or [Kingmaker]. It is not guaranteed however." 
 
    Not good enough for Victor. "Any class specialized in diplomacy?" 
 
    "If you do not mind more negative karma, I would suggest [Politician]." 
 
    "Mine is already in the red, and I have my dignity." Well, at least he now knew rulers had stat bonuses toward lying to the population. That explained a lot. 
 
    "Summoning classes then," Jules said, "Most possess an S-rank growth in charisma and considering your current deals with the outer planes, you should meet most requirements. But otherwise, I simply suggest focusing on leveling your [Grand Vizier]. If a class can lie its way out of trouble, it would be that one." 
 
    "Yes, but would I have to betray Vainqueur for it? Because that will never happen." 
 
    "I do not think so. You should be fine if you stick to managing government affairs and listen to your natural deviousness." Did he really have such a terrible reputation? "However, if I may ask, what is your current total level?" 
 
    "Forty-two, and Vainqueur is one level short of fifty." 
 
    "Mmm… this is unfortunate, because you both have reached the forty level experience plateau. I doubt you will gain more levels except through yearly practice of a class like Rolo did, or rare exploits. While you have a gift for putting yourself in dangerous situations and coming out of them alive, I would not count on gaining new levels to solve your problem in the short-term." 
 
    "So that leaves what, equipment boosting my charisma?" 
 
    "Alongside spells, and buffs," Jules suggested. "What is your current necromancy tier?" 
 
    "Three." 
 
    The ghoul rejoiced at the news. "Excellent. You should be able to learn useful buffs for both yourself and his Majesty. I will gladly assist you in the path of the Necromancer." 
 
    Maybe it is time for Victor and Vainqueur to explore the abilities they already had, instead of counting on gaining new ones. 
 
    Charlene walked into the room without knocking. "We have a problem!" Victor’s secretary announced with a stressed face, a pile of paper in hands and her skin white as snow. "A big, big problem." 
 
    "We are under attack?" the vizier frowned. 
 
    "Yes, yes, we are!" Charlene replied, throwing the paper pile. "Our economy is under assault!" 
 
    "What, Gardemagne is closing its borders?" 
 
    "Worse! According to my book-keeping, we have a huge inflation rate. The prices are rising very fast due to the constant influx of gold!" 
 
    Victor blinked. "Vainqueur’s stipend? Mot’s creations?" 
 
    "That, and the magical items, foreign investments, and dirty money keep coming in constantly!" 
 
    "Noble classes are heavily restricted to avoid that kind of scenario," Jules said. 
 
    "How much inflation do we expect for the year?" Victor asked, Charlene providing him with a single sheet of paper sheet. He started reading and… and… 
 
    Oh, gods… he felt his heart skip a beat for a second at the dreadful sight. 
 
      
 
    Vitality check successful! [Insta-Death] negated! 
 
      
 
    "Your ‘space program’ is also putting our already small public budget in the red," Charlene continued. "At this rate, we will have to borrow money from Gardemagne, call the Church of Shesha, or establish new sources of income." 
 
    "You mean taxes," Victor guessed. 
 
    "Yes! There’s so much money coming in from abroad, and we don’t get any shares!" 
 
    Which Vainqueur would never allow. How do you manage an economy when your leader thought taxes were evil, and that coins going inside the treasury could never leave it? 
 
    "This is a serious problem," Victor agreed. "Skyrocketing inflation will destroy the value of our gold reserves, exports, and eventually cause the local wages to lag behind the prices." 
 
    Charlene raised an eyebrow. "I studied economics," the vizier replied, although he never quite understood the lessons before his Intelligence stat began to increase. "All of this to say, we have a recipe for civil war." 
 
    "Are you two not panicking too quickly?" Jules asked. "Your minions are loyal to Vainqueur even if he does not pay them. While Murmurin welcomes new inhabitants every day, the bulk of the infrastructures worship the ground that His Majesty walks on." 
 
    "You underestimate the power of the dark side of the economy," Victor said. "Especially if we get financial bubbles and panics. We have to regulate the money coming in and out. Are the paper clips ready?" 
 
    "I will say it again, this is a stupid idea," Charlene frowned, having opposed the project since the very first day. "Paper money will never catch on. It’s clips against gold." 
 
    "That is not an answer." His assistant let out a resigned sigh, confirming that they had printed enough. "Good. We will introduce this new exchange money, the Vainqueur Dollar, and create the national Bank of Murmurin by the same occasion." 
 
    By encouraging citizens to put their gold safely in Vainqueur’s castle as reserves, and use the paper clips instead, this should allow Victor to control the money going in and out. 
 
    "And where will we find the money for our budget and this initiative?" Charlene pointed out. "We have near-limitless labor forces, but little resources which we can avoid importing." 
 
    "V&V owns the mines, the undead workers, and the land," Jules said. "Most of the latter is not exploited. The treasury can easily generate money by redirecting the workforce there." 
 
    "Of course we cannot exploit the lands, we are in the middle of a desert," Charlene replied. "And from what I gathered, the only reason there is even a patch of land to exploit there is because one golem Farmer worked on it day and night for centuries. We do not have enough casters such as [Astrologers] or [Meteomancers] who could help with that." 
 
    "I have perhaps one solution," Victor said. "A dragon one." 
 
    It was time to introduce Vainqueur to Geomancer, as Henry advised, and see if it would work as well as advertised. However, if his friend was right and his dragon friend had reached an exp plateau, then this will turn out more difficult than expected... 
 
    "My friends, you are not seeing the true problem at hand," Jules said. "Namely, who will tell His Majesty that too much gold is bad?" 
 
    A tense, heavy silence fell between them. 
 
    "That’s your mess." Charlene immediately dumped the responsibility on Victor. "You do it." 
 
    "I am afraid you are the most qualified," Jules agreed, patting the Vizier in the back and abandoning him to his demise. 
 
    Someone knocked on his door before he could protest. Allison opened the door without waiting for authorization, seeming worried. "Vic, can I borrow you for a minute? Maybe for one hour?" 
 
    Had his office turned into a revolving door? "We are in the middle of an urgent crisis there!" 
 
    "It is about Vainqueur," the dryad said, Victor immediately squinting at her. "He has somehow learned about gold farming, and has started practicing in Rolo’s fields with Choc’s help." 
 
    Of course, it would happen now, of all times. Wonderful. "Has he called monsters or summoned demons again?" 
 
    "No, he is literally farming gold. Planting coins in the ground." 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    19: Perk Practice 
 
    Vainqueur had never understood the appeal of agriculture. 
 
    How could anyone spend their life wading through dung, manhandling cows, or laboring in the fields, when they could look for gold instead? Peasantry was the very definition of minion work. 
 
    But as he opened his coin seed bag, imagining them growing into shining piles which he could then harvest, the dragon realized that he had been wrong. Watching his gold grow from the earth would make for honest dragon work. 
 
    Especially since he mostly watched his servants do the heavy lifting for him, as a true ruler should. 
 
    "Kobold Rangers!" Vainqueur ordered, as his minions dug trenches in the farm’s soil. "More holes with feathers at the bottom! My coins deserve the best accommodations!" 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty!" His reptilian lackeys happily obeyed him, while Chocolatine cast spells to help with the harvest. 
 
    "How many more fields do you want to seed?" Rolo the golem asked, his arms crossed. "Rolo must harvest his tomatoes." 
 
    "I want a field of gold, a garden of silver, and a greenhouse of gems! Each of them as safely guarded as my vault!" 
 
    Vainqueur opened his bag, carefully taking a sweet little coin, and then put it in a hole. That was the most important part of the process, the one he would not delegate. 
 
    Like the sheep on top of the cow cake, his chief of staff ran straight to the field, followed by Tasty Allison, Corpseling Jules, and Manling Charlene. 
 
    "Hi, Vic!" Sweet Chocolatine waved at her fellow minion. 
 
    "Hi, Chocolatine." His favored minion greeted her back, before turning to Vainqueur. "Your Majesty, we need to talk." 
 
    "Choc, what did I tell you about the fields?" Tasty Allison told Sweet Chocolatine with a frown. "No more experiments!" 
 
    "But the tomatoes grow faster since I fed the soil with demon blood! I’m sure coins will become alive too!" 
 
    "Which will allow them to defend themselves against the vile Furibon when he inevitably returns," Vainqueur told his minion. "A dragon must think ahead." 
 
    "Your Majesty, that is not how coins are made," Manling Victor argued. 
 
    "I know, minion. Your kind takes the gold from the earth and then mints it into coins." 
 
    "You know?" His friend gave his master a strange gaze. "Then… why?" 
 
    "I thought this class system was rubbish when you begged me to become my minion, so I decided to keep an open mind. If the System can create amazing royal capes for me out of thin air, who am I to question how to farm gold?" 
 
    Manling Victor stayed silent for a second, before massaging his forehead. "I hate it when things that don’t make sense make sense." 
 
    "Yes, minion, once again, I triumph with logic." 
 
    "Farming gold is not planting coins in the ground to harvest golden trees later!" Victor protested. "Usually, it’s simply killing monsters who drop a huge amount of money when slain!" 
 
    … oh? 
 
    That was even better! "There are monsters who give more gold than others?" 
 
    His chief of staff frowned. "That’s a good question," he said while glancing at Corpseling Jules. "Are there monsters who drop more loot than usual on Outremonde?" 
 
    "Golden Gooses and Jackpot Golems drop an enormous amount of wealth if defeated," the necromancer said, but quickly dashed Vainqueur’s hopes. "However, they have been hunted to near-extinction by adventurers and are extraordinarily rare." 
 
    "The most lucrative monsters to kill nowadays are Fairy Rafflesias, Sea Serpents, and Phoenixes since their corpses can be harvested for high-quality material," Allison said. "But good luck finding one, let alone killing it." 
 
    "For manlings maybe, but a dragon never backs down before a challenge. We shall find these creatures and poke them at once." 
 
    "Your Majesty, we have enough gold already," Manling Victor said a stupid thing. 
 
    Vainqueur glared at his chief of staff. "Manling Victor, I will not allow you to act lazy while my bet with Icefang is ongoing. My hoard needs to dwarf his own, for the sake of all dragonkind. I cannot allow this poser to become the richest of them all." 
 
    Manling Victor exchanged glances with the other minions before taking a long, hard breath. "Your Majesty," he began. "We have too much gold in Murmurin. We are overflowing with it." 
 
    "There is no such thing as too much gold," Vainqueur replied, confused. "Minion, are you well? Has the fairy bewitched you?" 
 
    "No! I mean it!" His chief of staff’s words made the dragon blink. "The more you have of a commodity, the more it loses value! Our citizens bring in so much gold, that we are causing it to lose value nationwide!" 
 
      
 
    Intelligence vs Charisma check… Failed! 
 
    You could not understand the broad economic implications of gold overdose!
  
 
    Realizing what was happening, Vainqueur immediately targeted his chief of staff with his fearsome magic. "[Lesser Demonbane]!" 
 
    The spell hit his servant head-on, causing him to stumble, but couldn’t banish the demon which took him over. "Minions, Furibon targeted Manling Victor with a foul spell!" Vainqueur panicked. "I cannot lift the enchantment!" 
 
    "Your Majesty, I am not—" 
 
    "Chief is possessed!" the Kobold Rangers panicked, Red first among them. "We have to restrain him!" 
 
    "We can’t fight a chief of staff, it’s against everything I believe in!" Yellow complained. 
 
    "Your Majesty, Victor is sound of mind," Corpseling Jules defended the chief of staff, before saying nonsense as well. "As much as it pains you, he speaks the truth. Gold is losing value as we speak." 
 
    "Furibon turned my gold to lead again while I was away?!" Vainqueur growled, incensed. That explained it. The sight must have led his minions to fall to madness after breaking their spirit! 
 
    "No, no! This is natural!" Manling Victor confused his master even more. "If we bring too much money from abroad in such a small place as Murmurin, inevitably it will lose value and cause prices to increase!" 
 
    "Gold shines intrinsically!" Vainqueur insisted. "It cannot lose value, because it is by nature the shiniest metal in the world!" 
 
    "This has nothing to do with shining, Your Majesty! Currencies have a fluctuating value and the more we have of it, the less it is worth!" 
 
    What was this hysteria? Gold losing value? His hoard losing its net worth? "My hoard is the greatest in the world!" Vainqueur defended his prized fortune. "Hoarding gold increases its value, the end. To say otherwise would invalidate the dragon way of life, which unlike your insane ‘theory’ is the absolute Truth." 
 
    "But Your Majesty, think about it," Manling Victor insisted, having fallen too far and too deep into nonsense. "If everyone has gold, then it is not special. And with your Majesty’s actions, gold is now freely accessible to everyone in Murmurin. It’s no longer special!" 
 
      
 
    Intelligence check partly successful!
  
 
    "Oh, I understand!" Vainqueur finally caught on. "I understand what you mean to tell me, minion. You could have said it with simpler terms." 
 
    Manling Victor frowned. "You do understand?" 
 
    "If my hoard is only made of gold, it will seem less impressive than if I collected other shining metals to complement it! Since even my minions have become rich thanks to my enlightened leadership, I must increase my standards and broaden my horizons! I must rejuvenate my hoard with newer, more avant-garde material like platinum!" 
 
    What a great idea Vainqueur had today! Once again, the dragon surprised himself with his forward, visionary thinking. 
 
    His chief of staff exchanged a glance with Tasty Allison. "Vic, that’s the best you will get." 
 
    Manling Victor sighed. "Good enough." 
 
    "Not good enough, minion!" Vainqueur cheered up his minion, "Good enough is for those who settle for less than excellence! We will go beyond for my hoard!" 
 
    "So Your Majesty agrees to stop farming gold and look for new sources to decorate his treasure?" 
 
    "About that, minion, I promote you to my Minister of Hoard Research and Development," Vainqueur said. "This is a very important responsibility since quests are becoming rarer, but I trust your innovative spirit will serve me well." 
 
    "Well, if Your Majesty was okay with gold farming, then maybe you will agree to help work the land?" Manling Victor suggested, already at work. "Most of your empire is a desert whose underground resources we cannot exploit without serious landscaping." 
 
    "I will try this [Geomancer] class Manling Henry told us about," Vainqueur declared, eager to become a wizard like his cousin. 
 
    "[Geomancer]?" Tasty Allison sounded pleasantly surprised. "I was considering taking levels in that class as well; I have all the grimoires and magical weed needed in my shack." 
 
    "Magical weed?" Manling Victor frowned at the dryad, who smiled innocently. 
 
    "I must warn Your Majesty that due to their high level, it will take time before you earn that Class," Corpseling Jules said. 
 
    "I am a dragon," Vainqueur replied proudly. "I will now become a wizard." 
 
    "Oh, oh, about magic." Sweet Chocolatine smiled at Manling Victor, who took a step back. "Vic, can you mark me?" 
 
    "Mark you?" 
 
    "You can mark any monster to teleport them to you right? Maybe it works on more than horses!" 
 
    "Oh, like I summon Manling Victor whenever I need him?" Vainqueur nodded happily. "That would be very useful." By summoning his manling, who would then summon the other minions, the dragon could have his servants work for him at any time. Brilliant. 
 
    "Exactly!" Chocolatine recognized his genius. "It would be super-useful! For battle. For battle!" 
 
    "It’s… that’s… that could actually..." Manling Victor considered the offer before his curiosity and loyalty overwhelmed him. "[Black Horseman]." 
 
    A dark glow surrounded Chocolatine for a brief moment, before dissipating. "Did it work?" she asked eagerly. 
 
    "I don’t think so," Manling Victor replied, Chocolatine sighing in disappointment. 
 
    "Are you done?" the scrap golem asked. "Rolo needs to work on his yard." 
 
    "I will get the grimoires," Allison promised. 
 
    At long last, Vainqueur would become a true wizard. 
 
      
 
    With night having fallen on Murmurin, Victor Dalton laid in his king-sized bed, trying to chase away a dangerous thought. 
 
    He had lied. 
 
      
 
    You have one mount marked: Chocolatine de Gevaudan. 
 
    
  
 
    He did successfully mark Chocolatine with the [Black Horseman] Perk. He received a notification to prove it. Meaning he could probably summon her right now. 
 
    If he could mark a monster woman and summon her at any time… That would be useful. 
 
    For battle. 
 
    For battle! 
 
    He could summon reinforcements if ambushed in his bedroom! Especially if he could mark more than one if he leveled further in that class! 
 
    No, Vic, that would be a gross misuse of the elite [Chaos Rider] class. A gross misuse of the power granted to you by the heavens to fight off against the fomors. For all you know, you won’t summon Chocolatine in your bedroom even if you try. And if you do, nothing would happen. Nothing at all! 
 
    ... 
 
    Vic, don't do it.  
 
    Remember what your shoulder angel Miel said. Think about your karma. Think about the angels. Think about living with moderation and morality so you can safely retire in red tape-ridden heaven and do nothing exciting for your entire afterlife.  
 
    No, that didn’t work at strengthening his resolve. That reasoning didn’t work at all! 
 
    Victor jumped out of bed, making circles in the room while trying to convince himself not to make a huge mistake. 
 
    He had to think about mankind. 
 
    To think about his vow! To not BEEP that except to save the human race! 
 
    If he failed that test of mental fortitude, Victor condemned his entire species to destruction! That would be tantamount to cross the line, treacherously abandon his last embers of morality, and fully commit to monsterhood! 
 
    With all the perks of power, wealth, longevity, and getting laid all the time! 
 
    Victor realized that arguing with his subconscious was a lot harder than expected. It was as if he had an inner shoulder devil, but the angel had left in disgust. 
 
    Maybe he could just try to summon Chocolatine only to test the Perk. Even if he summoned that girl to his bedroom, he could resist the temptation to do anything he would regret. He had the will power. 
 
    That would be a test run to see if he could mark, say, Miel! Nothing to worry about! 
 
    "S-su…" His heart began to pound in his chest like a locomotive, his curiosity overwhelming his common sense, "S-summon Chocolatine..." 
 
    As he uttered the cursed words, a flash of bright light overcame the room, proving that yes, the Perk did work that way. 
 
    What materialized… what materialized… 
 
    It was terrifying! 
 
    Chocolatine appeared as advertised, except that she was wearing the most scandalous demon fur nightgown he had ever seen, which left absolutely nothing to imagination. 
 
    Unfortunately, she must have skinned the creatures needed for the dress only hours ago, because he could see, and smell, the blood on it. She wore a makeshift hood with a black rabbit’s ears on her untied hair… but also carried the skinned animal in her left hand, and the hunting knife she used to do it in the other. 
 
    "Ta-da!" she said, extending her arms and smirking in a way that was both endearing and frightening, due to the blood on her cheek. "So? How do I look? How do I look?" 
 
    Victor answered with a scream of terror. 
 
    She screamed back, looking like a maniac while doing so. 
 
    His undead guards standing watch over his bedroom’s door opened it, ready for battle. "It’s okay!" Victor shouted before they could attack Chocolatine. "It’s okay, false alarm!" 
 
    The mindless automatons said nothing, before closing the door behind them. "What the BEEP?" Victor asked while Chocolatine’s shoulders crumbled sheepishly. "Why are you dressed like that?" 
 
    "I…" She sounded as ashamed as he was disturbed. "I kinda hoped you would call me somehow, so I worked all evening on the dress. I was almost done too!" 
 
    "And the… the rabbit? Why are you wearing a dead rabbit’s skin?" 
 
    "Don’t male humans like girls dressed as bunnies? Because they want to eat them?" Chocolatine seemed devastated, the rabbit ears folding somehow. "You don’t like it? I blew it?" 
 
    She looked so cute and vulnerable when she said that, it made up for the horror. 
 
    That instant, Victor realized that one could feel terrified by and attracted to someone all at once. "Look," he finally said. "What about you take a shower to remove the blood, get rid of the rabbit, and drop the knife somewhere?" 
 
    "And… and then I go home?" 
 
    "Then we try again, but do it right." 
 
    Chocolatine beamed like the sun. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    Well. 
 
    Mankind wasn't the only thing Victor screwed that night. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    20: On Relationsheeps 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For repeatedly surviving a werewolf’s bite, you earned the [Silverfang] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Silverfang]: When biting a mono-type Humanoid, you can infect them with the Curse of Lycanthropy if they fail a moderate Vitality check. On the next full moon, unless the curse is dispelled, their species permanently change to werewolf (Humanoid/Beast). 
 
      
 
    As he laid in his bed, with biting and scratch marks everywhere on his body, Victor Dalton came to a sudden realization. All his life, the adventurer thought he was a man with standards, when it came to those he would sleep with.  
 
    But when pushed, it turned out he had none. 
 
    Considering his life path, consorting with demons, helping a dragon take over a country, indulging a bit with the flock of the Moon Man, and becoming half-monster himself, he should have seen it coming. 
 
    "I knew that Perk would work that way!" Chocolatine gloated next to him. 
 
    The worst thing was, that night had been the best Victor ever had. Screwing the human race had never felt so pleasurable. 
 
    "My Karma score is going to take a huge dump for this," the vizier said. Miel would be so mad. 
 
    "Just falsify it!" Chocolatine happily suggested, like a grown-up shoulder devil. "I’m sure it can be done with the right spells. Malfy can help with it." 
 
    Bad influence indeed. "So, uh… where do we go from here?" Victor asked. "Your brother will show up and wed us at gunpoint?" 
 
    "Silly, Croissant would kill you if he learned. Or he would try, and fail." 
 
    "I figured, but that doesn’t answer my question." In truth, while Victor had grown rather fond of her—a lot more than he thought he would—he didn’t want to settle down with anyone right now, and liked his bachelor lifestyle. On the other hand, he didn’t want to hurt her feelings either. 
 
    Chocolatine drew the blanket towards herself. "No tying down." 
 
    "No tying down?" Victor raised an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
    "Except with ropes! I want foreplay, tension, excitement!" she began to rant with a disturbing, crazed face. "You breaking into my temple with a whip at night with a mad gleam in your eyes! Strolling on your horse and abducting me to the desert to have your way with me on the sand!" 
 
    As she described her weirdest and truly disturbing fantasies, Victor backed away until he had reached the end of the mattress. Her formerly cute face morphed into the purest expression of psychotic obsession. 
 
    "No, no, I have a better idea to spice it up further. We will need chains, a sacrificial altar, an electric slime, a sheep, and a knife!" 
 
    ... 
 
    In hindsight, this may have been a mistake. 
 
    A huge mistake. 
 
    "But, but you start by using that Perk on me once a week until the end of the mating season." She moved to bit his shoulder, Vic stopping her with a hand. 
 
    "I’m going to drink a healing potion downstairs first." She took out a fifth of his HP, and the raid battle had taught him the importance of remaining in top shape at all times. Also, he needed some breathing room. 
 
    Victor put on a dressing gown and escaped the room while Chocolatine cheerfully hummed to herself, letting out a breath of relief after closing the door behind him. 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    He BLEEPed up. 
 
    Victor knew he shouldn’t have bred with the crazy, but he still did. 
 
    He needed to skip town. No, the entire country. He had to escape! 
 
    Charlene informed him many churches had started encouraging adventurers to discover new lands, even starting to build exploration fleets. He had to take the first boat and run, run, run! 
 
    America? Antarctica? Anywhere! 
 
    No, no, Vainqueur would summon him if he vanished without warning! He was trapped! 
 
    Think, Victor, think! 
 
    Buy time. Drink a potion, satisfy the wolf-fiend’s appetite, and then find a way to get out of this mess alive. 
 
    The fearful Grand Vizier moved downstairs to his dining room, where his undead servants always kept a stockpile of healing potions on the table. He found Allison waiting for him there, alongside a cadre of skeleton butlers. "Al?" Victor raised an eyebrow. "What are you doing in my house in the middle of the night?" 
 
    "I was done helping Vainqueur with his [Geomancer] training, and came to visit," the dryad replied. "He grew angry when I told him he had to make seeds grow with magic instead of something more ‘bragworthy.’ He called it minion work." 
 
    "But he still did it?" 
 
    "He tried, but I had to promise he would unearth a precious metal mine with this new class first," Allison replied. "Since Ishfania is an alternate Iberia, I’m sure we can unearth some in the south." 
 
    There was more money to make from developing a country than going quest hunting. Halloween and the confrontation with Icefang was less than six months away, and while Vainqueur disdained undragon-like activities, his hatred of his rival and desire to outshine him outweighed his pride. 
 
    Once they had stabilized Vainqueur’s new empire, Victor guessed they could turn their eyes outward. 
 
    If he lived that long. 
 
    "Vic, is something the matter?" Allison asked him with a worried gaze. "You look like a soldier volunteering for a suicide mission." 
 
    "I am," Victor replied, reddening, as he finished the bottle. 
 
      
 
    You have recovered all your HP... for now.
  
 
    "No, seriously, what’s wrong?" The dryad insisted. "I am your friend. If you are in trouble, I will do anything to help." 
 
    "I slept with Chocolatine." 
 
    Allison marked a short pause. "Slept, or slept-slept?" Somehow, she made the question sound like. "Have you considered suicide?" 
 
    "Slept-bred." 
 
    The dryad looked at him with a mix of astonishment at his stupidity, pity for his cruel fate, and a strange kind of awe for his boldness. "Vic, you are a lion-hearted man," she finally said. "But you are also an idiot." 
 
    "You helped set up the date!" 
 
    "Yes, a friendly date, so she would stop pestering you and move on. I didn’t think you would actually cross the point of no return." Allison shook her head, biting her lip. "You know it’s mating season for werewolves until the end of the month?" 
 
    A chill went down his spine. "She said she was on the pill." 
 
    "Not to transform into a werewolf during the full moon, but not for that part." 
 
    Victor’s eyes turned empty, as a hellish frost seized his heart, and crushed his hopeful spirit. 
 
    "Thankfully for you, I don’t think a half-dragon and a werewolf can have children," Allison tried to reassure him. "But to be sure, don’t do it again until June. She’s upstairs right?" 
 
    "You have to save me," Victor begged her, "You’re her best friend and a priestess of the goddess of love. Relationship advice is your job." 
 
    Allison joined her hands, furiously considering the matter as if her friend’s life depended on it. Because it did! 
 
    "Maybe you can learn to live with it?" she suggested sheepishly. "She’s… kind and loyal, when you get to know her. You learned to live with a dragon; you can survive her eccentricities and learn to enjoy them." 
 
    "She hides a blood-covered knife under my bed." 
 
    "But you still liked her enough to go on a date with, and plan a second one. Maybe you're just getting cold-feet because you are afraid of commitment." 
 
    "She's... she's too intense," Victor said. "She scares me to death." 
 
    "Maybe you should just tell her then, and put boundaries. Maybe you're just not ready to go too far for the moment." 
 
    "I don't want to hurt her feelings," Victor admitted. He had grown attached to her and had no idea how to deal with this. That, and doing so right after they tied the knot would be a major dick move. "I think she will take it as a rejection and start killing her 'rivals'." 
 
    "There are solutions," Allison said with a sigh. "But none of them are good." 
 
    "Anything is better than the alternative." 
 
    The terrible noise of the manor’s magical alarm interrupted Allison before she could provide an escape route. "An intruder?" Saved from breeding! Victor immediately glanced at one of his undead servants. "Bring me my bazooka!" 
 
    "A bazooka?" Allison blinked. 
 
    "Rocket launchers solve everything," Victor replied, rushing with her and his skeletons into the entrance hall. 
 
    They discovered a giant wolf in the middle of the room, surrounded by undead soldiers and trampling the gates beneath his claws. "Where is she?" Croissant growled in his monstrous form. "Where is she?! My sister suddenly vanished from our house, and I followed her smell there!" 
 
    "Oh, Croissant…" Tears of relief began to run down Victor’s cheeks. "You have come to save me?" 
 
    "You think you can blackmail me?" Croissant snarled back. "I don’t know how you caught on to me, but taking my sister hostage? I’m going to kill you for this!" 
 
    "Nobody is killing anyone," Allison said, putting her hands on her hips. "Croissant, Chocolatine is... Chocolatine is fine. She’s probably the only happy person about the current situation." 
 
    "Thank the gods, Croissant," Victor said, as one of his skeletons offered him the bazooka. "I take back everything I said about you. I’ve never been so happy to see you!" 
 
    "What does this mean?" Croissant suddenly eyed the vizier’s dressing gown. "Wait, what are those bite marks on your neck? And why… why do you have her smell on you?" 
 
    Good question. A better one was, why did Victor suddenly hear ominous opera music in the background? 
 
    "What have you done?" Croissant showed his fangs. "You half-dragon bastard, what have you done?" 
 
    "Croissant, forgive me; I have done your sister." 
 
    The background music suddenly ended, replaced with a tense silence. Croissant stood there, astonished, before glaring at the Vizier with cold fury. 
 
    "Enjoy the herpes then." 
 
    ... 
 
    "What?" Victor blinked. 
 
    "Enjoy the herpes," Croissant repeated with a smug smile. 
 
    "You’re lying," the vizier said. "You’re lying. You’re toying with me!" 
 
    "You don’t know where she has been," Croissant taunted him, clearly delighting at one-upping his rival for once. 
 
    Allison tried to reassure him. "Vic, if this is true, I can still cure you both." 
 
    "That is not the point!" the Grand Vizier sighed. Even if it was true, he was immune to disease, but the very thought... ugh... "Croissant, she is upstairs. You can take her back home." 
 
    Much to his frustration, Croissant seemed torn between his brotherly over-protectiveness, and the sheer spite he felt towards Victor. "I dunno," he said. "You know what they say… what is done cannot be undone." 
 
    Victor grabbed the bazooka and pointing it at the werewolf. "Croissant, you will do your brotherly duty and take her back home, to defend her honor." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "I have a bazooka and I'm not afraid to use it!" 
 
    "Vic, calm down," Allison tried to defuse the situation. 
 
    "The blackmail attempt failed, and you successfully rescued your sister, everybody is happy!" Victor ranted, before frowning. "Wait. Why did you think I would blackmail you with her?" 
 
    "You didn’t…" At that moment, Croissant realized he had said too much. "Oh. Nothing." 
 
    "You said Victor was on to you." Allison’s eyebrows narrowed. 
 
    "Because he’s a piece of dragon crap!" Croissant denied it. 
 
    The werewolf thought Victor was on to him? For what? What could Croissant have done to warrant the kidnapping of his sister? It must have been something truly serious. Something to do with Charlene, maybe? 
 
    "It was you." Victor’s eyes widened, as he assembled the pieces of the puzzle. "You’re the one who intercepted Charlene’s letters with the adventurer's guild, and gave them to our enemies." 
 
    At this moment, the werewolf realized he had given himself away. 
 
    So he tried to bolt out of the room, but Allison cast a spell faster. "[Accelerated Beastbane]!" 
 
    The dryad launched a sacred, green beam of light at the werewolf, hitting him in the back as he trampled a skeleton on his way to the outside. The spell immediately propelled him to the ground. "Damn it!" Croissant cursed. 
 
    "I have dealt with werewolves during the full moon for months," Allison said. "You are not going anywhere." 
 
    "Why?" Victor asked. "Why did you betray us?" 
 
    "Betray you? I was never on your side!" Croissant’s eyes flashed with anger. "You and that dragon ruined my life! You burned my home, put me through Furibon’s traps for nothing, treated me like crap, and stole my girlfriend! I’m sick of being humiliated all the time!" 
 
    "Stole? Charlene dumped you because you wanted to eat her, and you tried to sacrifice me first!" Victor protested. 
 
    "Your boss’s guests ate all of my sheep, and two of them mated on my house’s roof!" 
 
    "You’re going to the dungeon for your betrayal," Victor said, crestfallen. "You can’t take her back." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Congratulations! For arresting a mole in your midst, you earned a level in [Grand Vizier]! 
 
    +30 HP, +10 SP, +1 SKI, +1 INT, +2 CHA, +1 LCK. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have accomplices?" Victor asked. 
 
    "Doesn’t matter," the werewolf replied. "You’re too late. I’m taking solace in the fact that you and the dragon are already BLEEPed." 
 
    "We survived Brandon Maure," Allison said, firmly on the government’s side. "Whatever your 'friends' have in store, we can beat it." 
 
    "You idiot, they’re already in the city. You let them in." 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    21: The Dragon's Speech Check 
 
    With his head held fashionably high, so all could see his crown shine under the sun, Vainqueur paraded through the streets of his capital like a lion among sheeps. His kobold minions formed two columns at his sides, driving a wedge through the thousands of monsters singing his name. 
 
    "Vainqueur! Vainqueur! Vainqueur!" 
 
    As a good emperor, Vainqueur smugly pretended not to hear them. 
 
    Secretly though, he relished the attention. After spending so long holed up in his vault, hunting down his foes, and practicing wizardry, it was good to be reminded of how important and loved he was. 
 
    Once they reached the central square, Vainqueur sat in the middle of the area, the Kobold Rangers ordering his other minions to create a circle around him. A crowd of gnolls, goblins, fiends, trolls, undead, and countless new creatures had gathered to see him. Ghoul minstrels played drums and kobolds trumpets. 
 
    "Oyé, brave minions and citizens of the V&V Empire," Pink Ranger announced. "Bow before our great and beloved ruler, His Majesty Vainqueur Knightsbane, First of His Name, Great Calamity of the Age, Defender of the Hoard, Emperor of Murmurin, Ishfania, and the Albain Mountains, Greatest Gladiator in the World!" 
 
    His subjects all prostrated themselves before his Majesty, and Vainqueur basked in their adoration. 
 
    "Exceptionally, His Majesty will personally hold court before you, listen to the complaints of his citizens, and deliver justice onto the wicked!" Pink Ranger continued, while Black Ranger approached with a pile of scrolls, so she may write down this glorious day in the registry. "His Majesty will begin with great news!" 
 
    As his Vizier had asked, Vainqueur would show himself to the population of his new empire, and bless them with his enlightened dragon leadership. His greatest minion was occupied questioning Croissant the Useless in the castle, who had apparently turned into a traitor. How could he after Vainqueur treated him like a beloved minion, the dragon would never understand. How ungrateful. He had even made his sister, the Sweet Chocolatine, cry. 
 
    Vainqueur had welcomed the opportunity to change his mind after his magical training turned out to be tedious and boring. He had done everything needed to train as a spellcaster; even briefly switched his crown for a wizard hat, and uprooting an olive tree to make a wand. He had tirelessly practiced his magic on summoned demon dummies, trying to make magical weeds grow beneath them. 
 
    Nothing had worked. 
 
    Vainqueur had lost count of how many times he cast ‘Weedgardium Leviosa’ or ‘Bogus Botanicus’ on the farm soil with nothing to show for it. 
 
    Magic was hard! 
 
    Thankfully, being amazing was easier. "Yes, I, Vainqueur Knightsbane, greatest adventurer in the world, has great news for you!" the dragon addressed the crowd. "To celebrate my perfect, flawless victory in my latest quest, and my ascension to [Augustus], I hereby order the creation of a great gladiator arena!" 
 
    His declaration was welcomed with howls of adoration. 
 
    "A great arena, where you will see me and my glittering minions eat our enemies while you cheer me!" Vainqueur continued. "A great ring where blood and gold will fall like rain! Where any minion can show his worth in front of a daring audience! A Colosseum with unique attractions, like rising water, fire, and sparkles!" 
 
    It would be like the arena where he fought grasshopper Maure for the first time, but better! Dragonly! 
 
    "And to inaugurate it, I announce a great minion tournament for the summer solstice! My lackeys will showcase their might for all to see! Once and for all, we shall determine who is the strongest minion of them all!" 
 
    The ambiance turned electrical, as lightning slimes let out thunder strikes at his announcement. None were more excited than Vainqueur’s own soldiers, from Red Ranger to Barnabas the Troll. 
 
    This would be the perfect opportunity for his minions to level up and prepare for the inevitable war with Furibon. He would show off his power and increase it! Win-win! 
 
    The crowd clapped and whistled in enthusiasm, Vainqueur basking in the sound. 
 
      
 
    The bloodthirsty love of your people has filled you with energy! You will recover SP twice faster today! 
 
    
  
 
    Vainqueur raised a hand and acclaims dying down. After the fun, time to dirty his claws and govern. 
 
    "As you have no doubt been informed, the V&V Empire now has an official currency." Blue the Koblood took steps in front of Vainqueur, raising a beautiful golden paper note. "The Vainqueur Dollar, with my face on it!" 
 
    And Manling Victor's own on the back. 
 
    "This currency will be the only one allowed in the borders of my empire," Vainqueur explained, as Blue presented variations of the dollar, such as the lesser silver version. "Your coins will no longer be accepted by my minions, even if you use the under the table manling ritual of bribery. Your gold will be safeguarded and exchanged against Vainqueur Dollars at a fair, advantageous rate." 
 
    Advantageous for Vainqueur of course. Generosity began with oneself. 
 
    Unlike the ovation he received after the arena project, his lackeys exchanged worried whispers. As he had expected, Manling Victor’s idea was a bit too radical for most of them; and who could blame them? One could feel the texture and warmth of gold coins, while paper was cold and soulless. 
 
    But a true dragon argued their case to the bitter end. 
 
    "I understand your wariness, and so, I will ask you a question," Vainqueur asked, raising his arms to expose his chest. "Do you see me carrying my hoard with me?" 
 
    Obviously, no one objected, and so the dragon continued. "Yet, once I did! It was so comforting, to carry my shinies with me. I thought myself invulnerable, underestimating the evilness of paupers lusting for my gold. And then… I faced the cruel Furibon, on this very mountain!" 
 
    The dragon waved a hand at the volcano in a dramatic gesture. 
 
    "My hoard…" Vainqueur's voice broke at the memory. "My hoard… was poisoned to death. I saw it die before my eyes." 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful. The crowd is feeling your pain and grief 
 
    
  
 
    As they should. The memory of this ghastly atrocity brought Pink Ranger to tears, while her teammates lowered their heads in shame. 
 
    Never forget. Never forgive. 
 
    "None should feel the pain of outliving their hoard," Vainqueur declared, his grief turning to resolute determination. "Ever since, I have stashed my gold in the most secure place known to dragonkind: my lair! A vault protected by the strongest of minions! A place which none of my foes could breach!" 
 
    Carried by emotion, Vainqueur raised his voice and went on to do the best speech of his Emperor career. 
 
    "Are you ready to live in fear, carrying your gold in your purse for thieves to take, or stashing it in your backyard for a lich to poison? Or will you sleep well, knowing you hide it in the safest place in the world? That you have put your hoard next to mine, where none will dare touch it, while you safely carry Vainqueur Dollars? Remember: I am the richest dragon in the world! If I do something, then it is right! How do you expect to become almost as wealthy as I, if you do not follow my example? Safety is the greatest tribute one can pay to protect their hoard!" 
 
    Vainqueur pumped his claws into a fist and raised it toward the sun. 
 
    "Protect your gold… with Vainqueur Dollars!" 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! It’s a critical!
  
 
    The shouts were deafening. 
 
    His undead minions moved stashes of Vainqueur Dollars, with the common people almost warring between one another to exchange their gold for them; knowing that they would be safe in the castle’s vaults. "Vainqueur!" his name was shouted. "Vainqueur! Vainqueur!" 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For your inspiring speech, extreme charisma, and popularity with the common folk, you have earned the [El Presidente] Personal Perk! 
 
    [El Presidente]: You gain a +10 Charisma Bonus when addressing large crowds with speeches or drunken rants.
  
 
    Governing was such fun! Why didn’t he think about it doing it centuries ago? 
 
    "I shall now listen to your puny complaints, and answer them with the wisdom dragonkind is known for," Vainqueur declared. "Bring me the first complainers!" 
 
    "Show us your royal tickets!" Red the Kobold ordered, sorting out the citizens. The first two were a gnoll, and a ghoul; the latter carried a green slime with him. 
 
    "Before my judgment, each of you shall kiss my ring." Vainqueur presented his hand and blinkblink. "For I am your Emperor, and I am wealthy." 
 
    Both did as he asked, and the dragon allowed the peons to expose their problem. "Your Majesty, this ghoul and I share the same house," the gnoll said, "We both adopted a slime, but when I returned home, his was gone, and he pretended mine was his!" 
 
    "Liar!" the ghoul protested. "Your Majesty, this living is a jealous racist trying to deprive me of my beloved pet, after he lost his!" 
 
    "This is a difficult case," Vainqueur said. "Are there witnesses?" 
 
    When both shook their heads, the dragon reached a decision. "Ranger Red, bring me the jelly." 
 
    So did the kobold, raising the slime before the Emperor. The big, fatty creature watched Vainqueur back with huge eyes. 
 
    "While greed is the greatest of virtues, each of you will learn than one can gain without taking," the dragon raised his claw. "The slime shall be cut in half." 
 
    And with a swipe of his claw, he did so. Within the blink of an eye, Kobold Red now carried two smaller jellies, each in one hand. 
 
      
 
    You have successfully divided one Mature Green Jelly into two Young Green Jellies! 
 
    
  
 
    "Each of you shall now have their slime, and cherish it as they would their gold," Vainqueur ordered, each of the citizens getting their pet. "I shall tolerate no discrimination among my citizens, for you are all equally below me." 
 
    "The Emperor has spoken!" Pink Ranger said, having wiped away her tears. "Bring the next citizen!" 
 
    A cadre of undead guards brought him the two new claimants: a dirty-looking werewolf, and a walking cactus wearing a scarf and a straw hat. 
 
    "The Emperor shall settle the matter of Farmer Greenspike versus Pierre the Wolf," Pink Ranger announced after both kissed Vainqueur’s ring. "You may now expose your problem to imperial justice." 
 
    "Your Majesty, I found this werewolf preying on my sheep flock yesterday," the cactus said. "I called the guards for help, and he confessed his crime. Most of these sheeps were destined to become part of the food tribute I owe to Your Majesty." 
 
    "I confess my crime," the werewolf replied, "But I only stole these sheep to feed my family—" 
 
    "Guilty!" 
 
    Vainqueur glared at the heartless thief. "I decreed that those who would not say ‘sheeps’ will be sheep! This is your first offense. Your second was your horrible, horrible crime; to steal a sheep from me is like stealing my gold!" 
 
    "But Your Majesty—" the villain protested, but the dragon did not let him finish. 
 
    "You will start with helpless cattle and then escalate to murdering baby coins! Guilty! However, you shall be allowed to feed your family." Vainqueur turned to the guards. "Send him to Rolo, so that he may replace the sheeps he stole." 
 
    "No, please!" the werewolf panicked, as the guards moved to seize him, "Please don’t turn me into a sheep!" 
 
    "Do you not wish to feed your family?" Vainqueur asked him, "By becoming a sheep yourself, certainly your pups will be well-fed." 
 
    "I am a family of one!" the werewolf admitted to his lie, as the dragon had known all along; he had tricked him into revealing himself. 
 
    Vainqueur was many things, but a savage was not one of them. 
 
    "Then you have lied to your Emperor, making you a forsworn and a thief," the dragon said, "You are unfit to be food, so you will be sent to work in the mines. Take him away!" 
 
    The guards dragged the screaming werewolf out of Vainqueur’s sight, the farmer bowing before following. "Your Majesty tricked him into revealing his lie so easily..." Pink Ranger muttered in admiration. 
 
    Of course he did. He had heard almost every thieving excuse under the sun from those foolish enough to try stealing from his hoard. The dragon took no pleasure in the decision, but it had to be done. 
 
    A ruler could be merciful, but he also had to show a strong hand to a crime against his belly. 
 
    "Farmers are the ones keeping your Emperor fed with their tribute of meat," Vainqueur decided to explain the way things were to the population. "You shall honor farmers, the way you do your parents. This shall be henceforth known as my fourth commandment. The fifth shall be, do not steal, for there is no greater crime than thieving from one’s hoard." 
 
    Pink Ranger scribbled the orders on paper, so that she may update the laws of the realm accordingly. Vainqueur cleared his throat to order the next one to come forth, but a shout interrupted him. 
 
    "Murderer!" 
 
    The word was said with such a strident voice, that it echoed through the square. Vainqueur’s eyes squared firmly on the cause, one of the demonic lawyers who defended his rightful case against Mot the Fomor. He and a cadre of fiends pushed away the crowd, trying to get past the guards and approach the Emperor. 
 
    "Get in line with your ticket, like the others!" Red Ranger replied, unimpressed. 
 
    "Your Majesty, Malfy has been poisoned!" the fiend ignored the ranger. "He’s on his deathbed!" 
 
    Vainqueur’s head perked up. There could only be one culprit. "It is the work of Furibon, who is evil and at work among us! We shall stop him henceforth!" 
 
    But the fiend did not listen to his wisdom, blaming someone else. 
 
    "No, Your Majesty, it’s the angel! She poisoned Malfy with holy water!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22: Detective Work 
 
    Every dragon had to face a minion war at one point. 
 
    These events, where minions envying one another escalated into fighting, usually happened over breeding matters; or at least it did, the last time Vainqueur employed goblins. Two of his lackeys had dueled over a female while he was on a hunt, and he came back to his lair to find the dispute had spiraled into a full-blown civil war. 
 
    Worse, they had left his hoard unattended while killing one another! 
 
    The survivors of his furious reaction had learned their lesson, but Vainqueur had forbidden minion sexual harassment ever since. So afraid for his wealth, he had even abandoned his matchmaking hobby. His trust in Friend Victor, and his chief of staff's utter inability at breeding on his own with strangers, had been the only reasons he made an exception. 
 
    Since he had only employed one kind of creature at once in the past, the Great Calamity never had to deal with ‘race conflicts’ which plagued multi-species minion troops. 
 
    "You dirty pigeon scam!" 
 
    First time for everything. 
 
    Standing outside the Nethermart, with his head reaching over the rooftop, Vainqueur observed the scene with a disapproving eye. 
 
    Feathered Miel had been brought by Vainqueur’s guards, mostly for her own protection. She kept her arms and wings closed, fearing for her life, while a crowd of fiends led by Malfy’s lawyers surrounded her threateningly. 
 
    Tasty Malfy himself had grown sick and feeble, crumpled in a wheelchair and spitting green blood. A succubus nurse tended to him, while he sent glares to Feathered Miel. "See?" the lawyer said. "Our client recognized his attacker!" 
 
    "I did nothing to him!" Miel protested. "This is a misunderstanding!" 
 
    "You monopolistic heaven-lovers could not survive in a competitive market, so you tried to murder your competition!" the fiend lawyer accused Feathered Miel. "Infercorp patented this method! This is a violation of our intellectual property!" 
 
    "I am an angel, I do not poison people, even fiends!" 
 
    "Liar!" One of the demons, a fiendish gargoyle, showed his fangs, as if ready to jump at their rival. 
 
    Vainqueur interrupted them by shaking the whole building with his claw. "I will not allow minions to kill one another without my approval unless my chief of staff does it." 
 
    "But Your Majesty—" 
 
    "Fiend minion, you are starting to sound like dragon food. Are you dragon food?" 
 
    The demon, once reminded of the food chain, wisely shut up. 
 
    "Explain to me what happened," Vainqueur ordered. "We will deal with this matter the dragon way: by eating the guilty party." 
 
    "I can testify," the demon lawyer said. "Malfaisant, my fellow attorney and I were on our way to see Your Majesty’s grand speech when the angel interrupted us. Malfaisant, aware of her deceitful nature, told her to scram…" 
 
    "But then she said she wanted to join the winning side," the other lawyer said. "Since Infercorp offers a sizable bonus for fallen angel headhunting, and she oversaw Mr. Victor’s insurance file, we decided to humor her on neutral ground." 
 
    "Angels are too cowardly to poison the competition, so we did not use tasters when she offered us a drink." 
 
    "Or so we thought! She served us Holy Water, and Malfaisant could not spit it out quickly enough! She ran away while we were tending to our poor manager! Even now, he cannot speak to condemn this treacherous attack!" 
 
    "Feathered Miel, what do you have to say for your defense?" Vainqueur asked. 
 
    "Look at me," the angel replied, widening her eyes in a way reminding the dragon of cat kittens. The fiends booed Feathered Miel in response. "Gaze into the face of a poor innocent lamb, sent to the slaughter." 
 
    Vainqueur did not understand her point. "You look like a mammal manling, which means ugly by default." 
 
    "Your Majesty, I was obviously impersonated!" 
 
    "Then where were you when this happened?" one of the demon lawyers snarled. 
 
    "I was working on Mr. Victor’s insurance file in my office!" the angel protested. "His Karma Credit Score is so terrible, I had to rework it from scratch!" 
 
    "That is why you attacked our manager," the lawyer accused her. "You knew our Grand Vizier would choose the superior afterhealth care, and so you tried to kill the better Extraplanar entrepreneur in your jealousy." 
 
    "Typical crime of passion," his fellow added. "Your Majesty, she is obviously the Mother Teresa of Crime!" 
 
    "Mr. Victor is devoted to the safety of his soul," Miel protested, joining her hands. "I know his heart is true." 
 
    The fiends exploded into a strange kind of laughter before one of the lawyers cleared his throat. "If your heart is true, then certainly someone can provide you with an alibi." 
 
    The angel bit her lip. "I spent the entire time alone in my office." 
 
    "So you have no witnesses!" the lawyer accused her. "Your defense does not hold!" 
 
    Vainqueur put his peerless, brilliant deductive mind to work on the case. While on the surface, the angel was clearly the culprit, a lifetime of hearing excuses had made the dragon attuned to noticing lies; and the feathered snack sounded truthful. 
 
    Could a deceitful villain impersonate her? If so why? To exploit an existing rivalry and set his minions against one another? This sounded familiar. Too familiar. 
 
      
 
    Intelligence check successful! You recognized the criminal pattern from flimsy evidence, like a crime fiction protagonist!
  
 
    "Minions, this is the same method which our foes used to send Icefang after me," Vainqueur said. "The true enemy is trying to divide us." 
 
    Feathered Miel breathed in relief. "Thank Heaven, Your Majesty’s eyes see true!" 
 
    "The true enemy, Your Majesty?" the lawyer asked, confused. 
 
    "It was obviously Furibon in drag and false wings," Vainqueur said. 
 
    "Your Majesty, I do not understand," one of the fiends said, unable to see the brilliance of the dragon’s logic. He probably had fifty in intelligence, or maybe even less! 
 
    "In the absence of evidence, we must assume the responsible party is the most likely suspect," Vainqueur enlightened them, "who is the vile Furibon, who must be destroyed, and those who treacherously released him!" 
 
    The lawyers exchanged glances. "But Your Majesty, the most likely explanation is that she did it!" 
 
    "She shall be jailed until the treacherous lich has been stopped," Vainqueur decided, ending the debate. "I trust my instincts, and I have spoken." 
 
    The fiends fell into a heavy silence, unable to understand his genius. 
 
    Such was the burden of a sixty-four stat in Intelligence. 
 
      
 
    "So?" Victor asked. 
 
    Jules closed the metal door of Croissant’s jail behind them, deep in the dungeons below the castle. "He isn’t speaking. His accomplices put him under a magical [Protection against Truth-Detection], and the caster’s level is higher than mine." 
 
    "Vainqueur should be able to break it," Victor pointed out. "He can cancel any spell short of Melodieuse’s nowadays." 
 
    "That’s not the problem," the ghoul replied."I don’t think he knows, but they also put a [Death Curse] deadman switch should this protection be dispelled. The one responsible is probably an experienced Necromancer, from what I could gather. I would put their Spellcaster level at more than fifty; maybe sixty." 
 
    Furibon? He had the power and the motive, but Victor doubted he was involved. From what he had gathered, the lich had learned the lesson and wouldn’t try to mess with them again. Which other Necromancer had a bone to pick with Vainqueur, or worked with someone who did? 
 
    Victor had a likely suspect in mind. "Will the curse activates if he speaks?" 
 
    "I do not think so, but he seems to hate you more than he fears His Majesty." 
 
    Victor sighed. Between this and Miel being under arrest, this was looking more and more like a giant mess. Amazingly, Vainqueur had made the right call and not jumped to conclusions; the angel was many things, but a poisoner wasn’t one of them. 
 
    He heard steps coming towards them, turning around to see Allison, Chocolatine, and Barnabas. The troll carried a huge crate in his hands, while the werewolf had brought a casket full of food for her brother. Her eyes were red from the tears. 
 
    "You’ve tortured my brother?" she asked, worried. 
 
    "What? Of course not, torture never works." Also, it was inhuman. 
 
    Unfortunately, she misinterpreted him. "You’re going to trap his soul in your scythe?! Or send him to Happyland?!" 
 
    Who did she take him for, Sauron? "We’re not going to do anything to his soul," Victor said. "But he isn’t going to get out of that jail anytime soon." 
 
    "But you’re the government!" Chocolatine protested. "Can’t you make a little exception for your girlfriend’s family?" 
 
    Come on, the fact they were a greedy dictatorship sponsored by Happyland did not mean they were corrupt! 
 
    "Please don’t kill him," Chocolatine begged him, a far cry from her usual quirky and confident self, "I know he made a mistake, but I’m sure I can set him straight! I can set him straight…" 
 
    "I swear I’m not going to execute him," Victor promised. Frankly, if it had been almost anyone else, the Vizier would have threatened to feed him to Junior already. 
 
    "Can I… can I talk to him?" 
 
    Victor didn’t see any reason to disagree. Maybe she could even get him to speak. "I’m here if you need it." 
 
    She nodded in gratitude, but didn’t answer. He let her open the door to Croissant’s cell, and closed behind him to give them privacy. 
 
    "Girlfriend?" Jules asked, the Grand Vizier sighing, "Victor, you are the bravest man I know." 
 
    Yeah, right. Seeing Chocolatine mortified after her brother’s arrest had made Victor rethink about his reaction. After getting used to her quirky usual self, he hated to see her sad; it awakened protective instincts he didn’t know he had. 
 
    "How is the situation?" Victor asked the newcomers. 
 
    "The fiends still want Miel's head, although Vainqueur cowed them into obedience for now," Allison said. "The situation in town is tense, but there’s more. Someone attacked the farms tonight." 
 
    Victor narrowed his eyes. "Continue." 
 
    "Rolo noticed the guards protecting the livestock’s hens had been hypnotized into sleep, while wolves massacred the cattle," the dryad explained. "What’s wrong is that, when, Rolo arrived to chase them, they transformed into mist before he could get close." 
 
    "I have yet to meet a wolf breed capable of [Mistform]," Jules said. 
 
    "Vainqueur took the attack on his food supply personally and started patrolling the farms. I believe it reassured the population, for now." 
 
    Victor suddenly noticed something wrong. "Why didn’t Charlene come to inform me?" 
 
    "Vic…" Allison cleared her throat. "Charlene is missing. She wasn’t at her house or at the office, and the kobolds haven’t found her yet." 
 
    A chill went down Victor’s spine. "Any ransom demand, or hint of where she could have gone?" 
 
    Allison shook her head. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    "Do I hurry up and prepare to equip everyone for war, chief?" Barnabas asked, after having remained silent for a while. 
 
    "Yeah," the Grand Vizier nodded. "What about my first order?" 
 
    "Work is done, chief," said the troll, opening the crate to present his work inside. 
 
    Victor had ordered the troll to craft him a replica of his scythe, and a set of armor meant to synergize with his current classes. The final result was scary to behold, black plate armor with a tattered cape and a faceless, horned helmet. Barnabas had painted a crimson dragon on the torso, most probably to represent Vainqueur. 
 
      
 
    Hell Knight Armor 
 
    Quality: B+ 
 
    Material: Soulsteel 
 
    Endurance: 50/50. 
 
    Protection: Physical +16/Magical +8 
 
    Weight: 16 kgs. 
 
    Bonus: +3 STR/+3 VIT/+10% Critical Damage/Auto-Regen/Unholy, Fire, Darkness and Curse Resistance/[Cursed] if wearer has good Karma. 
 
    A customized set of heavy armor once worn by the defunct order of the Hellknights (now rebranded as the politically correct Friends of Happiness); its steel has been infused with the boundless malice of a hundred debt collectors. Perfect for a dragon’s enforcer! 
 
      
 
    Speaking of Sauron, he wouldn't have disdained such armor; here died Victor's hopes of looking like a shining knight on a horse. 
 
    The scythe would be especially helpful against their enemy, for the Vizier had a pretty good idea who they were. Foes turning into mist in the dead of the night; fond of misdirection, surprise attacks meant to maximize terror, and hypnotism... 
 
    Vampires. 
 
    Croissant was right. Victor did let them in, invited these snakes to operate within their borders. 
 
    The Nightblades had come to Murmurin. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    23: Fangs in the Night 
 
    “This is the Nightblades’ warehouse,” Manling Victor told his master from the back of his flaming horse, as a troop of minions encircled a stone house in broad daylight. “Where they stashed the stuff they smuggled into the country.” 
 
    “To think that I spared them the evil of taxes, and they repaid me by killing my food,” Vainqueur complained. 
 
    Their wizards and priests finished examining the house from the outside, in case the occupants had set a trap. The dragon smelled the air, the warehouse reeking of spice, grave dirt, and fresh blood; it reminded Vainqueur of a farmer’s slaughterhouse. 
 
    Corpseling Jules, as the most experienced necromancer in the country, told the group everything about vampires. “According to Lord Victor, they are alchemical vampires, created through blood elixirs rather than the Red Death plague. Which means that besides keeping their vulnerability to sunlight, they lack most of the standard vampire’s weaknesses, have higher stats, and possess special abilities such as turning into blood.” 
 
    “Lavere could walk under the sun, as did the one we fought in the Winter Kingdoms,” Manling Victor said. “We have to assume that they all can resist it.” 
 
    “Who?” Vainqueur asked, not remembering the name. 
 
    “The Nightblades’ leader.” 
 
    Oh. It didn’t matter. The queen of rats would give him no more trouble than any other of her kind. “Do vampires burn?” Vainqueur asked the important question. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Corpseling Jules nodded. “I believe they even have a Fire vulnerability. They take triple damage from it.” 
 
    “Then, minion, why did you use so many words to describe a problem, when the solution is so obvious?” 
 
    “I am not worried about Your Majesty’s capacity for killing,” Manling Victor said. “We have enough priests to repel them, and I don’t think they’re stupid enough to pick a fight with you around. Unfortunately, they’re probably keeping Charlene as a hostage.” 
 
    “Our werewolves could not find her, even with her scent,” Corpseling Jules said. “Which implies magic.” 
 
    “No one eats my manling minions,” Vainqueur said. “Except for me, when I need emergency rations.”  
 
    “Your Majesty’s concern for my kind is heartwarming as ever,” Manling Victor said with his usual strange tone. “Perhaps he could remove the roof with the grace he is known for?” 
 
      
 
    Intelligence check… 
 
      
 
    Successful! 
 
      
 
    “Minion, there is something very strange about the way you worded your sentence.” 
 
    Manling Victor froze in place. “What about it?” 
 
    “You said a sentence, but somehow your tone implied that you believed the opposite,” Vainqueur explained. “But it is not a lie, because you are not truly disguising your intent and you would never deceive me. It was as if I were meant to divine the true meaning from your voice alone.” 
 
    His minion silently looked at his master, his face hidden behind his new helmet.  
 
    “But that cannot be since that would mean you find me clumsy, and you love me. You love me more than anything.” 
 
    His chief of staff spoke no answer in return, which made his master worry for him. “Minion?” 
 
    “Your Majesty can understand sarcasm now,” Manling Victor finally spoke up, his tone having turned emotionless and distant. “Your Majesty can understand sarcasm.” 
 
    “What is sarcasm, some kind of magic?” Vainqueur’s head perked up. “Can I learn it?” 
 
    “It’s… it’s a stress relief method manlings use when they feel tense.” 
 
    “Saying a statement while implying the opposite makes you happier?” Vainqueur frowned. “Minion, I am very worried about your mental health. You should work more.” 
 
    “Thanks, it really helps.” 
 
    “You did it again,” Vainqueur said. “Friend Victor, you should not feel tense. I will protect you and recover your outdated breeding partner.” 
 
    His minion simply looked away.  
 
    Vainqueur ripped the warehouse’s roof with his hand like he did with farmers’ barns when doing groceries. However, this time, he didn’t find any cattle worth eating inside, nor even a foe to kill.  
 
    In fact, he found nothing but empty crates. “The vermin have left already!”  
 
    The Kobold Rangers broke the door in response, kobolds swarming the warehouse.  
 
    “Your Majesty, Lord Victor!” Red Ranger quickly hurried out of the warehouse with a paper in his claws. “I found this in a crate!” 
 
    “[Detect Magic Trap],” Corpseling Jules cast on the paper. “It is safe.” 
 
    Vainqueur’s Grand Vizier grabbed the scroll and read it. “Great. This is just great.” 
 
    “Minion, you should see a healer,” Vainqueur said. “Or breed. Mammals feel happier after breeding, do they not?” 
 
    His minion sighed. “Later, Your Majesty. They have Charlene and want to meet me at a location outside of the city’s limits, at night, for an exchange. I can bring two bodyguards.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Vainqueur said. “I and my army makes two.”  
 
    “They heavily insisted against Your Majesty coming. If they see you within a mile of the location, they’ll cancel the deal.” 
 
    “You said exchange?” Corpseling Jules noted. “Who do they want?” 
 
    “What,” Manling Victor replied. “They want Mot’s map.” 
 
    “Strange.” The necromancer joined his fingers. “Why not the Bottle? Do they know you sent it back to Barsino?” 
 
    “I can only see one reason why they would want the map,” Manling Victor replied without elaborating. 
 
    “It does not matter, I will not give the map to the servants of Furibon, who is evil and must be destroyed,” Vainqueur replied. “Like the last name on the list.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, Furibon is not behind every plot against you,” Manling Victor said nonsense and doubled down. “In fact, he said he had learned the lesson and let bygones be bygones.” 
 
    “And you believed him, minion?” Vainqueur growled, the pain of losing his hoard once still sharp in his heart. “Have you forgotten the atrocities the Goldslayer committed while he roamed the world? Someone willing to cross that line will cross any other, from lie to deceit!” 
 
    “Chief, this is obviously a trap!” Red Ranger protested. “They want to isolate His Majesty’s most valuable minion and eat him!” 
 
    “My empire shall not give in to the demands of lichlovers and manling cattle thieves!” Vainqueur roared, his minions letting out a war cry in response. 
 
    Manling Victor sighed. “I have a plan.” 
 
   
 
    “And BLEEP!” 
 
    His shout of misery echoed through the sand dunes, under the moonless night sky.  
 
    “Vic, what’s the matter?” As the highest level priest in the ‘Murmurian Army,’ Victor had selected Allison as his first bodyguard; she had traded her usual clothes for war, a flowery cloak, and a black wood staff. Thankfully, since V&V had steadily pushed further the borders of arable lands into the desert for the past months,  her ability to move around had increased as well. “You’ve been cursing for hours.” 
 
    “He understands sarcasm now!” Victor snarled angrily from the back of his Nightmare Horse. He carried the rocket launcher in one hand, and the scythe with the other. Allison thought it made him look ridiculous, but he didn’t care. “I need a new stress relief method!” 
 
    “You could always murder demons and then cook them,” Allison deadpanned. “It worked wonders for Chocolatine.” 
 
    “You mean she was even worse before?!” 
 
    “Sir,” Jules, his other bodyguard, cleared his throat. “If you could please remain calm.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t need to shout, twoleg,” a third voice said.  
 
    Victor frowned, narrowing his eyes towards the source of the words. 
 
    Namely, the horse he was riding. “You can talk?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah, I can,” the horse, apparently a mare according to the voice, replied. “And from what I heard so far, I’m probably smarter than you.” 
 
    “Not impressed,” Victor snorted. “My previous mount could eat you.” 
 
    “Vic, are you talking to your horse?” Allison asked, apparently not hearing what the creature had to say. Victor assumed he only did so because his mount counted as a monster.  
 
    “Hey, you’re not the one carrying a winged dragon-slash-mammal crybaby on your back.” The horse glared at her rider. “You can fly, you lazy reptile!” 
 
    “Yeah, sucks to be you!”  
 
    “The name’s Noirceur, you pile of horseshit,” the beast snorted. “Since I like intelligent conversation, we’re not going to talk very often.” 
 
    “Just talk to yourself then.” Victor let out a deep sigh, ignoring the gazes Allison and Jules sent him. “I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “Vic, I can’t believe I’m saying this,” his dryad friend said. “But you should get laid more.” 
 
    Skill check successful.  
 
      
 
    Victor noticed shapes silently moving behind a dune nearby, their scent hidden by the wind. “They’re here,” the Grand Vizier warned. 
 
    His allies immediately began to cast protective wards, while Victor used the new necromancy buffs he learned from Jules. “[Protection from Undeath], [Breath of Life], [Fear Aura].” 
 
      
 
    You gain +4 check bonus against [Undead] effects.  
 
      
 
    +100 temporary HP.  
 
      
 
    Chances to inflict [Terror] increased by 20 percent. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, a dozen of shadowy, cloaked figures had surrounded them; Victor’s Monster Insight identifying most of them as vampires. Two of them forced a bound and gagged Charlene to move forward, stopping at a respectable distance from the opposition.   
 
      
 
    Charisma check partly successful. Lucie Lavere can only read your surface thoughts.  
 
      
 
    Good enough. He hadn’t told Allison anything and ghouls like Jules were immune to mind-reading, so the Nightblades shouldn’t skim anything about their two secret weapons. The fact they had chosen a location near the city implied they might intend to retreat there though.  
 
    Victor noticed Savoureuse among the assassins, waving her claws at him. “Oh, hi Vic!” 
 
    “Oh, hi Sav!” Victor greeted her back. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine. I hope you’re not mad about my sudden but inevitable betrayal?”  
 
    “Eh, it’s part of the job.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vic. You are my friend, but they know where my family lives.” 
 
    “We are all a big happy family,” a cowled figure said, Victor recognizing the voice as Lucie Lavere’s. “Even if some of them turned into black sheep.” 
 
    “Sheeps,” Allison replied, making Victor roll his eyes. 
 
    “I understand now how you took over the Nightblades,” the Grand Vizier told Lavere. “All of the upper echelons have become your vampire spawn.” 
 
    “A very sweet deal, you will agree,” she replied, keeping her face hidden. “Especially once that vulnerability to the sun is dealt with.” 
 
    “Emperor Vainqueur officially revoked your invitation on these lands, by the way,” Victor said, but it didn’t make her bulge. 
 
    “Dalton, we are predators. Does a fox need a rabbit’s permission to hunt him?” 
 
    “Really?” Allison frowned. “Then why the myth of vampires needing invitations?” 
 
    “Usually, because they are polite,” Jules replied.  
 
    “We bleed people to live, but we are not savages,” one of the undead assassins said. “We are undead of culture.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s you living who don’t respect anything nowadays!” another complained.  
 
    “I’m surprised you showed up in person though,” Victor told Lavere. “There must be a very good reason why you took the risk to face Vainqueur.” 
 
    “You have something that I want,” Lucie confirmed, offering them her hand. “Give me Mot’s map, and I will release your assistant.” 
 
    “Afraid your name is on it?” Victor taunted her, her cold silence confirming his thoughts, “You’re Destra, the fourth member of the party. That was your name while alive. I thought you said fighting dragons was stupid?” 
 
    “It is, and I’m the one who convinced my team not to wake Vainqueur up, or touch his hoard,” the vampire confirmed, the irony of the situation not lost on Victor. “It worked very well for me. Immortality, knowledge, power…” 
 
    That explained why she had Savoureuse establish a chapter in Murmurin. She didn’t care about the region but wanted to keep tabs on Vainqueur in case he chose to hunt her down. Now that he had tracked down her teammates, she had moved into action.  
 
    “But you can’t be a good criminal mastermind when anyone can locate you with that map,” Allison guessed.  
 
    “And I doubt the fomors were happy that you lied to them,” Victor added. He remembered their last discussion when the vampire explained she could walk under the sun thanks to fairy flowers. Hamelin probably supplied them to her, in exchange for favors. “You have to know you are in a no-win situation. You may be powerful, but a bunch of thieves and hired guns will never defeat Vainqueur.” 
 
    “Fighting dragons is stupid,” Lucie replied. “Which is why we won’t. We were tasked with disrupting this fragile country, and we will. We will starve your citizens, frighten the merchants, assassinate your leaders. We will retreat into the shadows too fast for that clumsy dragon to catch us. No one will feel safe. Your terrible economy and existing tensions will do the rest, tearing this place apart.” 
 
    Argh, she intended to attack them with basic economic principles! “Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “You’re on the losing side,” Lucie said. “You just don’t know it yet. So I’m going to make you and your friends a one-time offer: ditch the dragon, get back into the fold, or die.” 
 
    “Already did,” Victor replied. “The answer is: nope.” 
 
    “Nope,” Allison added, while Jules shook his head politely. 
 
    “Too bad, because I do not believe in second chances.” The vampire shrugged. “But we don’t have to fight tonight. The map, against the girl.” 
 
    Sure.  
 
    After Victor checked Charlene with [Monster Insight] first. 
 
      
 
    Shadowman 
 
      
 
    Doppelganger Inveigler (Fairy/Humanoid) 
 
      
 
    Strong against Fairy, Mind-Control, Poison, Illusions, Paralysis, Sleep, and Truth-Detection. 
 
      
 
    Weak against Manslayer, Cold Iron, and Silver. 
 
      
 
    A fairy working as a spy, assassin, and occasional actor. A master infiltrator capable of shape-shifting, mind-reading, and truth-hiding; very pissed that your [Monster Insight] could detect his true nature in spite of all its natural immunities to scry magic and perks. You wounded its feelings!   
 
      
 
    Also, it was a trap.  
 
      
 
    Well-tried.  
 
    “That Perk of you is so annoying,” Lucie Lavere said, before instantly casting a spell. “[Accelerated Nocturne].” 
 
    She unleashed a wave of impenetrable darkness around herself before anyone could react.  
 
      
 
    The terrain has been temporarily changed to [Underworld]. 
 
      
 
    Nocturnal creatures, fiends, and undeads on the field have their stats increased, and will be harder to turn. All non-nocturnal creatures will suffer from the [Blind] ailment. Monotype, non-undead creatures will be animated as undead if killed on the field.   
 
      
 
    His friends instantly cast spells to form a defensive perimeter, while Victor pointed his rocket launcher in the general direction where Lavere used to stand. Her spell had completely cast the area into thick darkness, preventing him from seeing anything; yet he pulled the trigger anyway. His projectile going to hit something, the explosion swallowed by the dark.  
 
    “Summon-” Victor began. 
 
      
 
    Field effect cancelled. 
 
      
 
    The darkness dissipated before he could finish his sentence, revealing the minions alone in the desert, with only a small crater for company. True to their word, the Nightblades had vanished back into the shadows, rather than to fight.  
 
    Well.  
 
    Victor better keep his door locked at night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    24: Interlude: A Lich’s Tale 
 
    Far, far east of Gardemagne sprawled the lands of Serica, the Eastern Continent. Among the countries fighting to control it, few could rival the Jade Empire. 
 
    This enormous, fertile landmass was famous for its culture, military power, riches… and the wise dragon philosopher advising the imperial family. Sometimes, it even granted audiences to outsiders looking for answers and wisdom.  
 
    Waiting in front of the golden gates of the dragon’s temple, the sorcerer mused at the irony. He would seek advice from a dragon on how to escape the shadow of another. 
 
    After hours of waiting, a bald monk in golden robes came to announce him. “The Jade Dragon, great Sifu, and guru of our beloved emperor, will grant you an audience,” the man said. “You are to respect the protocol. Do not contest the Sifu’s logic, do not question the Sifu, do not insult the Sifu.” 
 
    Most of his face hidden beneath a hood and illusions, the undead bowed in agreement, hoping the creature would not recognize him. The Jade Empire may have been half a world away from Ishfania, but Vainqueur had spread his humiliating story to anyone who would listen to him.  
 
    The doors opened dramatically, the undead warlock floating after the monk while they moved through them. 
 
    The Jade Dragon welcomed the lich in a great hall supported by golden pillars, with twenty other monks bowing to him. The beast was a much different creature than its western cousin, a dignified, jade-scaled snake with a lion’s mane, deer horns, and lizard legs. The creature rested comfortably on an enormous cushion, which the sorcerer could tell the dragon filled with golden coins instead of feathers.  
 
    “Approach, disciple,” the reptile spoke.  
 
    The undead nodded, bowing before the creature. “Oh, great Jade Dragon. The rumors of your great wisdom have reached even my ears. I traveled far and wide to find you.” 
 
    “You are a skeleton, you do not have ears,” the dragon missed the point. The lich shuddered at being reminded of Vainqueur’s stupidity. “What is your name, undead?” 
 
    “F—” Furibon stopped himself before he committed suicide by dragon again. “Flubby.” The name came out on impulse, and he immediately hated it.  
 
    He had spent too much time with V&V. 
 
    “Bony Flubby, you should be very wary when presenting yourself before my kind,” the Jade Dragon said. “I heard that the cursed Goldslayer Furibon, the most evil lich to have ever existed, has been set loose. The seal was broken by fairies.” 
 
    “A shame,” Furibon lied.  
 
    “Most of my cousins would react badly to an undead seeking audience with them, but I am wise and wealthy. Welcome to my free, and I say, free, introduction to cultivation.” 
 
    The monks let out a chant, giving the dragon the air of a divine teacher.  
 
    “One hundred times your power, one hundred times your magic, one hundred times your life!” the Jade Dragon shouted with passion. “I, Master Jade, will teach my secret shortcut to cultivation mastery! So you can earn more wisdom than you could ever imagine!” 
 
    Furibon politely listened without saying a word, as he had been asked.  
 
    “I have been in your place, working hard, not getting what I deserve,” the dragon ranted, clearly more interested in hearing himself talk than listening to the lich’s demand. “But I invested in myself, in my knowledge, until I reached power you mortals can only dream of! Who here wants to cultivate immortality?” 
 
    This smelled like a scam of some kind, and Furibon didn’t have a nose anymore. Yet the monk who introduced him knelt before the dragon, in awe of his presentation.  
 
    “If your thoughts are holding you back, then have faith.” The dragon extended his tiny arms at the golden pillars. “For I am rich! Do you want to be rich and immortal too?” 
 
    “I already achieved immortality,” the lich pointed out.  
 
    “Undeath is not true immortality! Can you enjoy the taste of cattle now? The warmth of gold on your skin?” 
 
    “It is true that lichdom has… weaknesses…” Furibon admitted, having balked at the loss of certain fleshy bits before undergoing the procedure. “But I made peace with them.” 
 
    “Only because you have a poor manling’s mindset!” the dragon lambasted him. “You must invest in yourself! I usually charge fifty-thousand gold coins to teach my secret cultivation techniques.” 
 
    If Furibon wasn’t dead already, he would have had a stroke. “That’s theft!” he couldn’t help but complain. 
 
    “But today, I will exceptionally show you the way to enlightenment for twenty-five, yes, twenty-five thousand gold coins!” Which was still theft. “Would you expect me, the Inventor of Cultivation, to teach the secrets of ultimate power for anything less? Would you?” 
 
    Furibon suddenly realized that the differences between eastern and western dragons were purely cosmetic. This… this snake oil pitcher advised the imperial family? How had this nation not collapsed already? 
 
    The lich turned to the monks, who whispered among themselves about the ‘opportunity of ten lifetimes.’ Clearly he wouldn’t get any help from them. “Oh, great dragon—” 
 
    “Super Sifu Guru Jade, or SSGJ,” the dragon replied. “With capital letters for each. I can tell the difference. If you wish to progress on the path of cultivation, you will have to learn proper etiquette first.” 
 
    “Super Sifu Guru Jade,” Furibon loathed saying every word. “I suffer from a disease called [Stockholm Syndrome], which can affect even the undead. I began my quest to cure it weeks ago, visiting villages, fetching items for wizards, until a chain of deals led me to your doorstep.” 
 
    “There is no disease which cultivation cannot cure, with hard work, gold, and money.” 
 
    “Great SSGJ, I have no interest in cultivation.” As an undead, he would not get any of its benefits, if this meditation mumbo jumbo was even real. “I came to you looking for a cure.”  
 
    And only because his own magical research failed to get results.  
 
    “And when you have this cure, what will you do?” 
 
    Well, Furibon would cure himself of his irrational fondness for Victor Dalton, and then... 
 
    And then… 
 
    …  
 
    And then what? 
 
    Ishfania had fallen, and he would never, ever work with Vainqueur in any shape or form. Furibon firmly intended to avoid the dragon until he died of old age or of his own greed. Managing a dungeon and creating monsters had grown stale after a century of holding watch over the Castle of Murmurin. He also had no hobby. 
 
    What would the lich do after curing himself? He had no idea! 
 
    “Exactly, you have yet to find your passion,” the Jade Dragon said, sensing his doubt. “Which you will find if you pay for the higher levels of initiation.” 
 
    “First things first,” Furibon replied. “My passion can wait for when my health begins to improve.” 
 
    “If you wish to cure your disease, you have to commit to your spiritual growth,” the Jade Dragon said. “Buy my initiation package first or scram.” 
 
    Furibon sighed, but being as desperate as he was to free himself from his past, he accepted. “I brought gifts outside your palace.” 
 
    The dragon lowered his head, the monk who introduced Furibon whispering to him. “Good, good.” The beast nodded to himself, before turning back to the lich. “Congratulations on reaching your first cultivation level! As a reward for investing in yourself, I will gladly provide you with the shortest path to a miracle cure.”  
 
    This better be worth it. Powerful spellcaster or not, Furibon didn’t have unlimited funds.  
 
    “On the northern plains of what you mortals call the New World, in the orc lands, there is a great, flying casino dungeon run by the powerful warchief Manitou,” the Jade Dragon said. “One of the prizes he offers in his tournaments is the legendary artifact, Panacea, which can cure all diseases. Even imaginary ones.” 
 
    Furibon’s head perked up in happy surprise. And here he thought he had flushed his wealth down the toilet!  
 
    Manitou? Panacea? The names were enough to divine the dungeon’s location.  
 
    “But you don’t need it,” the dragon replied. “Now, if you want the true super-secret of immortality and health, you need to ascend to a higher cultivation level.” 
 
    “I will settle on this one,” Furibon replied. “Thank you for your wisdom.”  
 
    “That is why you will stay mortal and poor,” the Jade Dragon booed him, imitated by his monk minions. “If you cannot invest in yourself, if you do not make the effort to become a true cultivator, then I can do nothing for you. You are beyond help.” 
 
    Furibon shrugged, excused himself, and teleported away.  
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    As it turned out, finding the dungeon had been harder than getting in. A rarity among these places, the owner opened its gates to challengers.  
 
    The few who could fly of course. 
 
    This dungeon was by far the most luxurious place Furibon had ever seen, putting even Vainqueur’s new golden city to shame. All the walls and pillars were made from chiseled marble, covered with tapestries, carpets, and mosaics; gemstone candelabras cast light on slot machines, roulette, and card table.  
 
    Most of the creatures populating the dungeon were orcs, but Furibon recognized giants, elves, fairies, demons, and even a phoenix among them. Most of the orcs and fiends served as the staff, while the others played the games; and the devils present seemed familiar to the lich. 
 
    On a closer look, the undead warlock realized that most of the slot machines were actually stylized steel golems, with hands and feet; Jackpot Golems. Here he thought these exp bags extinct, hunted to death by adventurers.  
 
    The lich also noticed a familiar face, barking orders to succubi waitresses; a dignified, insectoid woman, whose eerie beauty matched her ruthlessness.  
 
    “Lady Maure?” Furibon recognized the delicate creature as Isabelle Maure, his late master’s archdevil mother. “You are alive?” 
 
    “Furibon, long time no see,” the fiend replied, entertained by his presence. “What a pleasure to see you out of that scythe. Why would I be dead?” 
 
    “I heard reports of your demise when the dragons stormed Happyland.” 
 
    “Hell! HELL! I did not agree to that shameful brandwashing!” The archdevil calmed herself. “My corporation went bankrupt after my son’s demise, but I escaped with my life. The mess with Vainqueur Knightsbane has been a fiasco from start to finish.” 
 
    She didn’t say.  
 
    “Thankfully I invested in other side-ventures, such as this dungeon. While my influence has been greatly diminished, I am bouncing back.” 
 
    “What about King Maure?” Furibon asked, curious.  
 
    “His powerless soul moved back to my basement, which force him to spend time with me. Unfortunately, he is whining so much that I wonder if this is a curse in disguise.” 
 
    Furibon shrugged. While he felt some sliver of loyalty for his old master, even he had preferred to stay at the bottom of a castle rather than suffer his flamboyant presence.  
 
    A cave troll in life, Furibon had been born smaller and frailer than most of his kind; but also smarter. Unlike his kindred, who feared magic as their fomor masters’ tool, the future spellcaster obsessed over the power it could provide him. His early successes eventually caught the attention of Brandon Maure, who offered to sponsor his research on lichdom against his loyalty.  
 
    Furibon accepted the deal and rose to become his master’s second-in-command; eventually, the once-troll took levels in the [Lich] class and reached the respectable fifty-eighth level.  
 
    As a good lich, he had done everything to secure his phylactery. First, instead of choosing something fancy or a legendary artifact, he had bound his soul to a simple golden coin; knowing that adventurers destroying him would take his treasure with them. Then, he hid it in the New World, far, far away from the Mistral Continent.  
 
    All in all, his unlife had turned out well… until the lead fiasco.  
 
    “I tell you, lich, one day we shall reclaim my son’s market!” The archdevil pumped her fist. “I shall have my revenge against Infercorp and their representative, Victor Dalton, by guile or force! There will be a place for you at my side, in the great corporate army I will raise against—” 
 
    “No thanks,” Furibon cut her off. 
 
    The archdevil looked at him in surprise. “You do not seek revenge?” 
 
    “I learned my lesson.” Even without [Stockholm Syndrome], fighting that dragon and his sidekick was just stupid. Furibon had avoided karmic justice so far by avoiding heroes, and he would deal with Vainqueur the same. “Revenge is a sucker game, and I will not be trapped in a weapon again.” 
 
    “Coward! After all that my son did for you...” 
 
    “If you wish to confront them, and you will have my sympathy if you try, do not cry over the resulting disaster.” 
 
    Isabelle snorted arrogantly. “If you are not here to pledge allegiance, then what do you want?” 
 
    “To challenge the dungeon boss.”  
 
    “Manitou? You will find him at the card table.” Isabelle Maure glanced in one direction. “My door remains open if you change your mind about Ishfania. I could make use of your magical expertise.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the lich replied, although his decision was set in stone. “Allow me to return the favor by giving you advice on your situation.” 
 
    “To cut my losses and hide?” 
 
    “Make a deal with Victor,” Furibon advised, having grown fond of the unfortunate human against his better judgment. “You have more to gain by working with him than against him. He is... weak of heart when beautiful women are involved.” 
 
    “Hmm… I will keep it in mind.” 
 
    Furibon then moved to the card table, almost immediately recognizing Manitou on sight: an obese, monstrously tall, tusked orc with vague goblin-like features. The green-skinned monster dwarfed his competitors in size, shamelessly flaunting his wealth by wearing dozens of necklaces, rings, a crown, and other flashy accessories.  
 
    “Oh, you are the new challenger,” the massive orc said upon seeing Furibon approach, a fiend fawning him with a giant feather. “You face Manitou, the King of Games!” 
 
    Furibon immediately cast [Advanced Magic Scan] on him, trying to glean any information he could.  
 
      
 
    Manitou 
 
      
 
    HP: 4600/4600 
 
    SP: Infinite (Artifact?) 
 
      
 
    Type: Half-Goblin Orc Champion (Beast/Humanoid) 
 
      
 
    Weak to: Manslayer, Beastslayer, Lightning, Game Addiction.  
 
      
 
    Approximative level: Unknown. 
 
    Classes identified: Gambler, Pro Gamer, Cartomancer, Beastmaster, Warchief, Unknown?  
 
    Perks could not be identified; hidden by [Card Trick]. 
 
      
 
    The boss of the Sky Casino, a nerd/weeb hybrid and one of the richest monsters in the world; owns an enormous collection of magical items and powerful artifacts. Manitou is obsessed with alien games from the world of Earth, which he makes real with powerful magic.  
 
      
 
    “I have come for the Panacea,” Furibon said. “Give it to me.” 
 
    “I do not give nor do I trade, but I can wager,” the orc lord replied, amused. “My Panacea is a priceless item…” 
 
    “I have a wealth of magic items to compensate you.” 
 
    “But none of them as priceless to a lich as their phylactery,” the orc immediately zeroed in on the undead’s weakness.  
 
    Furibon was in no hurry to become a slave again but decided to hear the creature out before blasting him to death. “At what game would I have to best you?” 
 
    “The only games worth fighting your soul over.” 
 
    The orc snapped his fingers, a fiend servant immediately teleporting to his side with a suitcase. The creature opened it before Furibon, revealing its content: decks of cards, representing monsters, humans, and other creatures.  
 
    “Human children’s card games!” 
 
    Furibon resisted the urge to put his hand on his skull. Typical orc. 
 
    “But not any games,” the boss doubled down. “Earth games, three of them! To gain the Panacea, you will have to defeat me at Evolve Monsters; Magik the Joining; and Egyptian Duel! And if you lose even once...” 
 
    Getting rid of his last link to that dragon was worth almost any cost.  
 
    “I will also start any game with the powerful artifact ‘Heart of the Cards’ activated,” said the boss. “Which allows me to draw any card I wish from my deck, instead of drawing them in order.” 
 
    “What?!” Furibon choked. “That’s cheating!” 
 
    “I am the boss,” the monster replied. “You did not expect the fight to be fair?” 
 
    Furibon suddenly wondered why bothering to play that game, when he could simply take the gift by force. With his magical might and immortality, he should crush that orc in no time! 
 
    … 
 
    No.  
 
    Too many times, the lich had rushed into battle or committed stupid deeds on impulse. Turning the dragon’s hoard to lead had been one, and antagonizing Victor when he had nothing to gain had been another.  
 
    He had to think tactically. Overpowered or not, a card was a card! Sound strategy would always prevail over cheating! 
 
    “I will consider it,” Furibon replied. “But I ask for time to learn the rules, and resources to build powerful decks first.” 
 
    “I grant you three days.” The orc grinned. “You shall have access to my entire card collection, except my Heart of the Cards. The fight may not be fair, you shall have a chance to win. Do you have a monster theme in mind?” 
 
    “Dragons and Undead.” 
 
    And traps.  
 
    Lots of traps. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    ●                       Three days later, four hours after the start of a desperate struggle... 
 
    That was it, the final battle; and it wasn’t going well for him. 
 
      
 
    Furibon’s Card Points: 600. 
 
      
 
    Manitou’s Card Points: 2200.  
 
      
 
    Each fighter glared at one another on both sides of the table, one illusion of a miniature monster on their side of the field. Manitou had fused a powerful and nigh-invincible slime made of liquid mercury, while a small dragon made of bones defended Furibon. The slime had destroyed it twice, slowly depleting the lich’s health bar, under the watchful eyes of spectators gathered around the table. 
 
    “You have fought well, lich, but your soul is mine,” Manitou gloated, drawing his last card from his deck and launching a final attack. “[Metal Slimeking], destroy his [Dracozombie] and deplete the last of his points!” 
 
    The mercury slime swirled around the zombie, ready to finish it off… but leaving itself exposed to a counterattack.  
 
    “You activated my trap!” Furibon revealed his hidden ace. “[Lead Poisoning]! All metal monsters on the field will be destroyed!” 
 
    The mercury slime began to turn to lead before it could swallow his dragon.  
 
    “Impossible,” Manitou panicked. “My [Metal Slimeking] prevented you from setting any trap!” 
 
    “But by destroying my [Scythe Lord] three turns ago, you activated his special ability. I can use any trap in either of our card crypts!” 
 
    “That is… stop!” Manitou looked into the pile of discarded cards, finding the [Scythe Lord] monster among them. “I check the effect first!” 
 
    It took five minutes for the orc to read the enormous wall of text detailing the card’s abilities, during which the game stalled to a boring crawl. Furibon sung to himself while waiting for his inevitable victory.  
 
    “You are not pulling a fast one,” the boss admitted, “I missed that line between the twentieth and the twentieth one!” 
 
    “As I knew you would. Now, your time is up.” 
 
    “I can still change the issue!” the orc replied, furiously looking at his hand, “I can find a solution…” 
 
    “You fool, all this duel, you have executed flashy strategies, none of them would have worked unless you drew the one card you needed,” Furibon gloated, “But since you set the trap on your turn, you will not have the chance to draw any miracle card.” 
 
    “But when did you—” Manitou gasped. “Wait… back then… back then, on the first turn… that was the card you discarded?! You planned this all along?!” 
 
    Yes. Yes, he did.  
 
    His magic finished its good work, destroying that infernal goo and leaving Manitou exposed. “Now that your [Metal Slimeking] has been destroyed I attack you directly with my [Dracozombie].” Furibon pointed a finger at Manitou and then declared with boundless joy. “This is the end!” 
 
    The illusory dragon opened its mouth and finished the duel by blasting the casino’s boss with a tiny blast of purple fire. 
 
      
 
    Manitou’s Card Points: 0. 
 
      
 
    As the illusory monster vanished, Furibon let out a blissful cackle.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    By defeating Manitou through judicious use of destroyed creatures, returning from the dead in the middle of the duel, and developing a new Undead Lockdown strategy, you have earned two levels in [Lich]! You earned the [Undead Crown] Class Perk! 
 
      
 
    120 HP, +40 SP, +4 VIT, +1 AGI, +1 INT! 
 
      
 
    [Undead Crown]: Immediately [Enthralls] other undead, and inflicts [Terror] on other types, with a successful CHA check.  
 
      
 
    It had been so long since Furibon gained levels, that he had almost forgotten how amazing it felt.  
 
    “Impressive,” Manitou said, sounding genuinely astonished. The spectators began to clap with respect for their performance. “First your midgame maneuver, now this… you shall now be known in the gaming world, as Furibon of the Counterattack.” 
 
    “You fought well,” the lich replied, the final battle having been a very close call. “I admit, I enjoyed playing these games.” 
 
    “A deal is a deal,” the orc snapped his fingers, a demon butler handing Furibon a strange, magnificent golden cup full of a strange purple liquid… and a [Crest].  
 
    Yet, this one differed from the one that the lich had used to break past level 30. This one seemed to be made not of gold, but solid, multicolored light, like a coalesced rainbow. “Is that…” Furibon trailed, astonished to see one.  
 
    “A [Heroic Crest], necessary to break past the sixty level ceiling,” Manitou confirmed. “Take it.” 
 
    “I… I cannot.” These particular Crests were so incredibly rare and difficult to obtain, that even Brandon Maure himself could never obtain one. Yet this monster gave one away so casually. “This is too much.” 
 
    “It has been a very long time since I tasted defeat,” Manitou said. “I had grown too confident in the power of the Heart of the Cards over luck… when card games are all about tension, risk, intelligence! Your Undead Lockdown strategy was brilliant, and rekindled my love for the sport!” 
 
    Rekindled his love… 
 
    The battle had awakened something in the lich’s heart too. For the first time in decades, he had genuine fun. Traveling the world in search for a fabled artifact, discovering new places, putting his unlife on the line… Furibon hated to admit it, but his time in Victor’s scythe had given him a new appreciation of the adventurer lifestyle.  
 
    …  
 
    That was it. 
 
    That was what he had missed all along.  
 
    The lich grabbed the cup, and lacking any throat, splattered the liquid on his skull.  
 
      
 
    You have been cured of the following ailments: [Stockholm Syndrome], [Aging Anxiety] and [Seasonal Depression]! 
 
      
 
    Much to Furibon’s surprise, the cup seemed to magically refill itself. Truly an artifact worthy of its reputation. At long last, he was free from the last chain holding him back to Ishfania. The lich now had a new unlife ahead of himself. 
 
    He knew what he had to do.  
 
   
 
    “Next!”  
 
    Furibon’s head perked up, as he presented himself in front of a wood desk. A receptionist from Barin’s adventurer guild, some petite tanned woman, welcomed him with a smile. It was a nice change from the horrified glances the rest of the staff kept sending him.  
 
    “I would like to register as an adventurer,” Furibon said.  
 
    “I thought so,” she chirped. “Although we never had an intelligent skeleton before.” 
 
    “A troll lich.” To his surprise, she didn’t even blink. “You are not surprised?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, we had dragons, vampires, orcs, slimes… I must warn you that newcomers have overcrowded the market. Finding work as an adventurer nowadays is tougher than ever.” 
 
    “I know, but I relish the challenge. I would like to sign with the exploration fleet I heard about.” 
 
    “Good.” Without skipping a beat, she handed him over a pile of documents, and an adventurer plate. “Please fill your file, take your plate, and welcome into the family.” 
 
    The lich glanced at the plate, and the metal it was forged from.  
 
    Lead. 
 
    It had to be lead. “I am level sixty,” Furibon pointed out. “Should I not skip to gold?” 
 
    “Six, sixty, same,” the receptionist replied with a cheeky smile. “Everyone starts with lead!” 
 
    ... 
 
    Call it Karma. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    25: Castlevania 
 
    “They fled.” 
 
    Vainqueur glared at his chief of staff. “What do you mean by ‘they fled’?” Food did not flee! 
 
    Manling Victor sighed sheepishly, as more than a dozen monstrous priests imitated Vainqueur. All of them stood outside the temple of Murmurin, which had been taken over by ghoul soldiers. “She no longer shows up on the map. She must have teleported away when we moved in.” 
 
    “You interrupted our morning rituals for nothing?!” a priestess of Shesha complained.  
 
    “You dare question our prophet, the one who will lead the chosen people to the Promised Land?” the priest of the Moon Man replied. “Don’t force us to start a religious war! We have the Old Ones on our side!” 
 
    “Everyone calm down,” Manling Victor tried to appease his angry minions, while Vainqueur confiscated the map from him to continue the hunt himself. 
 
   
 
      
 
    ●                       Two failed operations later. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Blue Ranger ordered as an elite group of kobolds swarmed the Nethermart, arresting the clients and testing them with silver to identify any doppelgangers. Vainqueur himself glanced through the windows, searching for the vampires. 
 
    After a whole hour of storming the building, inspecting every floor, Vainqueur ended up with nothing. Blue Ranger crumpled in shame. “It’s a bust, Your Majesty...” 
 
    Vainqueur took a long, deep breath, and then roared in frustration.  
 
   
 
      
 
    ●                       Five more police operations later. 
 
    “Open the barn’s doors!” Pink Ranger shouted. “Hands on your back! You are surrounded!” 
 
    Vainqueur twitched in annoyance, as he watched the barn being surrounded by forty kobolds armed with garlic-stake shooting, dwarf-made rifles. The dragon was starting to get impressions of déjà vu.  
 
    “Your Majesty, their silence speaks volumes,” Red Ranger, the operation’s organizer, said. 
 
    “Of course, because they are afraid!” The dragon lost patience as he moved towards the barn, his wings casting a dark shadow in the broad daylight. He ripped off the barn’s roof with his hands, peeking inside.  
 
    Unlike the warehouse, the invaders had left a trace of their passage: slaughtered pigs, innocent cattle whose throats they cut open, and de-feathered chickens. Each of them had their blood drained, so anyone could see who did it, and why.  
 
    These savages spoiled his food!  
 
    “Empty again!” Vainqueur complained. “MINION! MINION!” 
 
    His servant teleported inside the barn, his iron boots immediately drenched in pig blood. “I assume His Majesty didn’t catch them this time either,” the chief of staff said, with a glance around the barn. “We’ll have to send them to the temple for cleansing before they rise up again tonight. Cow vampires are the worst...” 
 
    “Minion, you said the map showed her location! Yet countless times this week, I have opened a house to find no vampire within! I am starting to look ridiculous in front of my own troops!” 
 
    “We will never doubt His Majesty!” Pink Ranger hurriedly reassured him. 
 
    “I know,” Vainqueur replied, proud of his servants’ loyalty. “This is for my own sake.” 
 
    “I think this may be the point,” Manling Victor replied, just as annoyed as his master. “She knows we can track her, and so moves away anytime we approach. She plays psychological warfare with us.” 
 
    This annoyed Vainqueur to no end. How could he kill an enemy who refused to commit suicide by his hand? Like mosquitoes! 
 
    Worse, these insects kept causing problems. They slaughtered and spoiled his cattle with their diseases, tried to set the city on fire twice at night, and even caused a rockslide to condemn the main roads through the mountains. His minions would start to run low on food, and his lackeys had grown as weary of this fruitless hunt as him.  
 
    “At least now we know they have doppelgangers, and probably impersonated Miel, I managed to defuse the situation between Heaven and Happyland,” Manling Victor said, having spent the last few days handling that matter. “For now. Unfortunately, the cult of Shesha, the Agarthans and other guests are pushing us to find a solution. Between our economic crisis and these attacks, Murmurin no longer looks like a safe investment. They even encouraged me to compromise.” 
 
    “Never!” Vainqueur snarled, his voice making the ground tremble and his minions shiver. “I will not give away anything, and especially not to a fairy-lover who sullied my reputation! I will offer her naught but flames! Like this barn!” 
 
    Understanding that his master wanted to unleash his pent-up frustration, Manling Victor immediately exited the barn by flying outside it; the second he did, Vainqueur set it on fire with a roar of rage, cooking the dead cows while at it.  
 
    “I doubt Lavere will stop even if we give her the map,” Manling Victor said, while the other minions had been cowed by Vainqueur’s display of fury. “Unfortunately, she is a powerful sorceress, and she undoes any ward Jules and Allison try to set up.” 
 
    Another witch causing him trouble? “Minion, forget becoming a wizard,” the dragon said, after calming down, “I must become a witch vampire hunter. Fetch me more garlic.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, could we slow down on that front? I can smell it everywhere, we are exhausting our stockpile, and Jules said it doesn’t work.” 
 
    Speaking of smells, Vainqueur began to notice a disgustingly familiar one; even before he noticed her winged shadow on the ground. As if these vampires didn’t annoy him enough already. “She is back,” he hissed, glancing up at the skies. 
 
    His minion looked up as well, noticing the gryphon rider right above them. 
 
    “Vainqueur,” Knight Kia politely nodded at the dragon. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Not long enough,” Vainqueur replied, frustrated at seeing that poor excuse of a minion again. Pink Ranger booed the knight until Red hushed her.  
 
    “Hey, Kia!” his chief of staff waved at her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Minion, she is no breeding material,” Vainqueur whispered to him. He couldn’t let her influence his beloved chief of staff, the way she did with his niece. “Keep your eggs for a better stock.” 
 
    “Vic? Vic, is that you with the armor?” The paladin finally recognized Manling Victor thanks to his wings. “What’s with the new look? You’re cosplaying as Sauron?” 
 
    “I decided to upgrade my equipment after surviving an adventurer raid.” 
 
    “Did rednecks try to pick a fight with you too?” the paladin asked them, landing with her gryphon next to Vainqueur’s chief of staff. “A small army of creepy and well-armed bandits with guns tried to kill my lovely Jolie on our return trip. They kept screaming ‘they tuk ur jewbs’ while I fended them off. It was unexpected but fun.” 
 
    “Your Jolie?” Smoke came out of Vainqueur’s nostrils. He knew she would be a bad influence on his flesh and blood. “Does my niece belong to you now, instead of the opposite? You forget your way, minion!” 
 
    “How did you know where to find us?” Manling Victor asked. 
 
    Knight Kia pointed a finger at the barn on fire, and the column of smoke going up from it; the chief of staff responded with a shrug.  
 
    “Where is Jolie?” the dragon asked, his concern for his flesh and blood stronger than his contempt for her poor choice in minionship. “Safe?” 
 
    “Oh yes, she returned to Mauria to deal with her new minions. She’s fine.” 
 
    Good. Vainqueur could never forgive Knight Kia if she had abandoned her mistress.  
 
    “I would worry more about us, Your Majesty,” Manling Victor said. “Kia you came back at the right time. We’re under attack from vampires.” 
 
    “Really? Great! I love vampires!” The warrior coughed when Vainqueur glared at her. “I mean, I love destroying them.” 
 
    “Me too,” the dragon conceded. “But they refuse to fight me fairly!” 
 
    “Because they know His Majesty will kill them,” Manling Victor stated the obvious. 
 
    “Exactly! It is as if they lost their fear of living when they died!” 
 
    “Vampires are pains to deal with,” Knight Kia said. “But I know how to deal with them.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Manling Victor said. Vainqueur glared at him not to feed her overbound ego, but too late.  
 
    “Vic, I am, without boasting, the most experienced adventurer in Gardemagne, and I’ve killed almost every creature inhabiting Outremonde at least once. Including all species of vampire. Can you tell me what happened? What information do you have on them?” 
 
    Manling Victor detailed her the great struggle against this vermin, the paladin regularly nodding as she listened. “So Lavere is an alchemical vampire...” Knight Kia trailed off. “I knew that woman felt off; I will tell Kevin that his student is in cahoots with the fomors.” 
 
    “Kevin?” Manling Victor frowned, Kia responding with a shrug. “If she declared open warfare, then she must have been ready to drop her civilian identity. She probably figures that she can start again somewhere else, so long as we can’t track her down.” 
 
    “From what you tell me, she is probably the progenitor of her vampire line, and likely a [Scholomancer].” 
 
    “Scholowhat?” Vainqueur asked.  
 
    “A student from Scholomance, a hidden dungeon and black magic school in the Nightlands. Almost every alchemical vampire that I encountered could be traced back to that place. Their alumni usually wield powerful dark magic, necromancy powers, can control the weather, and summon powerful monsters. They must also create a powerful spellbook to graduate, a [Solomonari’s Grimoire], which serves as a lesser artifact with unique powers.” 
 
    “You sound like you fought one,” Victor pointed out.  
 
    “I did, and he was tough.” She said it with fondness, clearly relishing the idea of killing another. “Look, vampires are not like liches. They have to feed, and ergo they also have to rest in their coffins. Even if these ones can walk under the sun, it’s just the equivalent of staying up past bedtime. They can’t keep it up forever.” 
 
    “They must use elixirs and pre-processed blood potions to extend that length of time,” Manling Victor guessed. “But eventually this won’t be enough.” 
 
    “So at one point, our prey will stop to hibernate, and we will catch them then.” Vainqueur relished the thought. 
 
    “Unfortunately, powerful vampires always have Renfields to protect them or transport their coffins while they sleep.” Knight Kia chuckled at everyone’s confusion. “It’s a term vampire hunters use to call mortal servants, alongside the ‘Bella’ fans. They also have stronger cousins called ‘Igors’, but they usually serve liches or mad scientist types.” 
 
    “A chief of staff,” Vainqueur said, looking down in contempt at the manling for ignoring the proper term. 
 
    “The easiest way to deal with a vampire is usually to turn their Renfields against them since their Bellas remain unfailingly loyal even if they seem to hesitate at first. Bellas are obsessed with their masters, but Renfields are usually motivated by fear or desire for power. If they see the opportunity for a better alternative than their current master, they will take it.” 
 
    “So make their minions my minions, and eat those who are not good recruit material.” Vainqueur nodded.  
 
    “This gives me an idea,” Manling Victor said. “But it may take time.” 
 
    “They can also use others’ crypts and tombs as alternate sanctuaries,” Knight Kia continued. “Have you checked your graveyard?” 
 
    “We, uh, we don’t have one,” said Manling Victor.  
 
    Knight Kia frowned. “You don’t have a graveyard?” 
 
    “Well, everyone who dies in Murmurin is usually revived as an undead, or turned into fertilizer.” 
 
    “Or eaten by me,” Vainqueur said.  
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “His Majesty leaves nothing to waste!” Red Ranger chirped. “We recycle everything!” 
 
    “Yes, we are the most eco-friendly government on Outremonde,” Manling Victor said with sarcasm, which made Vainqueur worry. Obviously the presence of Knight Kia disturbed him as much as it did his master.  
 
    “Then either they transported their coffins and move them around, or you missed a crypt or dungeon buried somewhere in the area. Considering their numbers, I find that part more likely.” 
 
    “I had every tunnel and hidden passage in the castle closed after we raided the Pyramid of Sablar,” Manling Victor said. “It’s a stratagem.” 
 
    “Good call, minion,” Vainqueur congratulated him, happy that he could distinguish pyramids from towers now. “Furibon will not retake the castle by guile, and my gold will remain safe.” 
 
    “Then they’re probably under the city,” his chief of staff continued. “The presence of a Hellgate would suggest dark forces operated in the region even before Furibon took it over. A pity he escaped, we could have asked him…” 
 
    “Which is your fault, minion.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, we will search the entire town for catacombs,” Red Ranger proposed. 
 
    “Good idea, minion,” the dragon said and nodded. “Until we can locate their nest, I shall return to my training and prepare to crush them.” 
 
    “You already have levels in [Witch Hunter] Vainqueur,” Knight Kia said. “Promoting it into [Vampire Hunter] should be child’s play. I could train you if we have the right tools—” 
 
    “Wait,” Manling Victor interrupted her. “Could you train groups in vampire hunting?” 
 
    “If they meet the stat criteria, yes, sure. We will need the right tools though. I have no idea why, but whips and crosses are required to take the [Vampire Hunter] class.” 
 
    A whip. 
 
    Vainqueur already visualized it. The perfect weapon to fight the most annoying creatures in the world: vampires, and minion strikers. Much better than the damn ax which annoyed him in Haudemer. 
 
    “I thought we should train our minions in the ways of new classes,” Friend Victor explained himself. “Since my [Monster Insight] can identify their infiltrators, I thought I should try to get more [Monster Squires], and if you can contribute, all the better.” 
 
    “You would teach us to become dragonly like you, chief?” Red’s eyes widened in envy.  
 
    “Teaching Kobolds how to become Vampire Hunters?” The idea seemed to entertain Knight Kia. “Can it even work?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Vainqueur’s chief of staff replied. “Vainqueur may not gain a new level in that class, but learning the skills of one will help.” 
 
    “All of V&V must remain in top shape against this new threat,” the dragon declared. “I shall lead by example. Knight Kia, to prove yourself worthy of my niece, I shall allow you to serve me in that capacity.” 
 
    “So… you want me to teach you, but you do not want to word it so simply?” 
 
    “You shall learn to serve me,” Vainqueur clarified, before turning to his most prized lackey. “You too, Manling Victor. You have yet to learn more Monster Perks since we fought Furibon.” 
 
    “Because it involves me surviving the attack first, and it hurts!” 
 
    “Minion, have you not tasted death already? What is there to be afraid of anymore? I too suffered pain when Furibon murdered my hoard, or when Jolie let that…” Vainqueur glanced at Kia, his voice dying in his throat at the sight of that poor excuse of a minion. “Let her do the thing we shall not speak of in front of my other minions. Yet look at me! I remained as amazing as ever!”  
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! 
 
      
 
    “Mmm… when worded this way… but I don’t know...”  
 
      
 
    Your Minion is seeing the wisdom of your words but remains unsure. Will you persuade him by: 
 
    A) Telling him he will become more powerful.  
 
    B) Remind him that suffering for you is the greatest pleasure a minion can experience.  
 
    C) Convincing him that he will have more opportunities to breed if he trains.  
 
      
 
    Clearly, all of the above! “Minion, by becoming more powerful, you will not only get used to the pain and learn to enjoy it for me, but you will become a more desired breeding partner!” 
 
    “It is true that high-level and fame improve your dating life, but it gets tiresome very quickly,” Knight Kia said.  
 
    “Really?” Manling Victor asked.  
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! 
 
      
 
    “We live in a village full of monsters…” Vainqueur remained silent, letting Manling Victor make the words his own. “And since it’s getting harder to level up more, we should explore our existing abilities… For battle. For battle!” 
 
    “We will gladly teach you our attacks, chief,” Pink Ranger said. “So you can show us how to do them better!” 
 
    “You can learn the Perks of monsters?” Knight Kia whistled. “Nice! How many?” 
 
    “I dunno, I never tried to push this ability to its logical extremes.” 
 
    “You are my chief of staff,” Vainqueur cheered him up, “You can do anything.” 
 
    “I know I will regret saying that, but can Your Majesty…” Manling Victor struggled to spit out his demand. “Almost kill me?” 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    Ah. Finally. 
 
    Time to teach him the masterful art of firebreathing then!  
 
    “Say no more, minion.” Vainqueur inhaled and held his breath. “We will begin with the easiest technique: the wyrmling fireball.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, Your Majesty, I didn’t mean it right now—” 
 
    Too late.  
 
    Vainqueur unleashed the weakest fireball he could on his minion, creating a small crater while at it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    26: Monsters in the Basement 
 
    “Hit?” Junior asked him, its blue jelly protegee resting on its sword lure. 
 
    “With one of your natural Perks,” Victor explained, resting on an armchair in his manor’s hall, next to the fireplace. He kept his new scythe, and the bazooka, on each side. “Nothing too painful, after I prepare myself mentally—” 
 
    The blue jelly nodded at each of his words. 
 
    Then it jumped and hit him in the eye through his helmet’s chinks! 
 
    Victor let out a scream of surprise and pain, as the critter bounced off his face and landed again on Junior’s back.  
 
      
 
    [Troll Regeneration] activated! You gained the [Regen] Status. 
 
    Congratulations! You learned the [Slime-Slam] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Slime-Slam]: Technique. You can jump up to ten times your size and launch yourself at an opponent, inflicting weak physical damage.  
 
      
 
    “Hurt?” Junior asked, sounding concerned. Over time, the mimic had grown almost as loyal as a cat to its food source. 
 
    “What the BLEEP does it look like!?” Victor replied, although his eye had already recovered thanks to his regeneration.  
 
      
 
    You have recovered all of your HP. 
 
      
 
    Petting Junior’s back with one hand, the mimic purring in response, Victor glanced through the windows, where the sun had slowly vanished beyond the mountains. Night would fall soon; the perfect time for another attack. 
 
    His priests had set wards around the mansion, to prevent new undead—outside of the staff and some members of the Raptor Rangers— from getting in. While Lavere might disable them, she would have to activate an alarm. The cult of the Moon Man had taken upon itself to protect his house, forming a formidable defense.  
 
    Finally, he had an army of cultists worthy of his spooky mansion.  
 
    Speaking of armies, Kia chose this time to walk into the hall with company.  
 
    “Tadaa!” the Paladin said, as she presented him the new and improved raptor rangers; each of them now wore light, dwarf-made armor, swords, and whips. “Here’s your new Vampire Hunter squad!” 
 
    “Only the dead can know the true power of dooooooom,” Yellow said with his guttural voice. 
 
    “With the [Monster Squire] level we received from the chief, we finally found our toku-theme,” Red said, gleeful. “Vampire Knights!” 
 
    “The Knights of Vainqueur!” Pink added tears of joy in her eyes.  
 
    “Good, but give me just a sec,” Victor said while rising out of his chair, before using [Monster Insight] on Kia. 
 
      
 
    Kia Bekele 
 
    Angel-Blessed Human (Humanoid/Angel) 
 
    Weak against: alcohol, depression, boredom.  
 
    Strong against: everything else (epic level, duh!). 
 
    The most dangerous game in the world, a two-legged predator from the alien, unforgiving world of Earth. What this fearsome mammal lacks in strength, it more than makes up in fiendish intelligence, ruthlessness, and numbers; and their body is made of carbon. Carbon! Like diamonds!  
 
    Left to themselves, these bloodthirsty primates can conquer entire worlds with the power of SCIENCE, devastate ecosystems, and kill anything that crosses their path. You don’t BLEEP them; they BLEEP you. Then they make wallets out of your skin!  
 
    In short, it’s a human woman. Also, angel-blessed. 
 
      
 
    No Doppelgangers. Good. He checked every member of the Kobold Rangers, sighing in relief.  
 
    “Wait, have you just used your scanning Perk on us?” Kia said, putting her armored hands on her hips. “That’s racial profiling!” 
 
    “You did it the first time we met!” Victor complained back. “The Nightblades have Doppelgangers, they could slip in assassins among you.” 
 
    “I stopped karma scanning people after you pointed out its implications,” Kia replied. “And I have the [Eye of Mithras] Perk. While it won’t detect any physical change, I can see through invisibility and illusions. Like the invisible bat over here.” 
 
    As she said these words, Victor heard a sound in a corner of the room. Kia pointed a finger, firing a small dagger of light from it, which impaled an invisible creature and nailed it to the wall. The Vizier watched, amazed, as a monstrous bat materialized before his eyes, impaled like a hunting trophy.  
 
    “How long was it in the room?” he asked, Junior growling at the beast. 
 
    “Too long,” Kia replied. “It’s a Vampire Familiar. Nothing on its own, but it can slip into almost everywhere.” 
 
    The fact the Nightblades had slipped a spy in his home didn’t surprise Victor, but it certainly disturbed him. “If you could check the rest of the mansion afterward, that would be great. Have you sent the message I asked for?” 
 
    “Of course, and Kevin is already working on it. Has your training progressed?” 
 
    “It did.” Victor looked at the list of Perks he gathered over the last two days. 
 
      
 
    [Dragonfire (Wyrmling)], [Brain Blast], [Slime Armor], [Venom Fang], [Ghoul Fever], [Hundred Needles], [Dark Thorns], [Shock], [Bullet Fist], [Raptor Burst], [Angel Heart], [Ghost Grudge], [Troll Regeneration], [WAZZAAA!], [Slime-Slam]. 
 
      
 
    Truth to be told, he could scarcely remember what half of them did. This was going to be a nightmare to manage, especially with the Necromancy buffs he learned to practice. “[Brain Blast] inflicts weak psychic damage, [Hundred Needles] weak plant damage, [Bullet Fist] weak physical damage, [Shock] weak lightning…” 
 
    “So a variety of weak, forgettable attacks?” Kia didn’t sound impressed. At all. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had a point. Most of the Perks also lacked in strength, since none of the monsters in Murmurin could rival the likes of Furibon in power.  
 
    Monster Knight was truly the swiss army knife of classes though. He wondered how many Perks he could learn… 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For learning over 15 Monster Perks through a grueling training method, you have earned the [Perk Forge] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Perk Forge]: You can fuse various monster Perks into a single, stronger one; however, you will permanently lose access to the Perk components and cannot relearn them. 
 
      
 
    The more he learned, the more Victor had grown convinced the System somehow encouraged specialization. “Hey, I can fuse Monster Perks now.” 
 
    “How many of them at once?” Kia asked, curious, while Junior moved to chew the bat in a corner. 
 
    “I dunno, it isn’t mentioned.” 
 
    “Why not all of them then?” Kia proposed. “You could end up with either the most overpowered ability ever… or a fusion accident.” 
 
    Since he lost the components permanently, Victor couldn’t risk sacrificing highly powerful abilities like [Black Curse]. He could try Kia’s idea, but he would first test this Perk by using components with good synergy. 
 
    Well then, Victor decided to combine [Channel Hellfire (Minor)] with [Dragonfire (Wyrmling)], since he had absolutely no intention of going through Vainqueur’s breath again. Dragonfire hurt a lot more than normal flames, and even Victor had his limits. 
 
      
 
    Choice registered. You combined [Channel Hellfire (Minor)] and [Dragonbreath (Wyrmling)] into [Blackfyre].  
 
    [Blackfyre]: Technique, 1 SP per second. You can unleash a shadowy, infernal fire from your hands, feet, or mouth; half of the damage is [Dragon] type, and the other [Unholy]. This technique will thus bypass [Fire] resistance. When you would deal fire damage through a spell or a technique, it will now inflict an additional 20 percent [Unholy] damage. 
 
      
 
    Nice, but not game-changing. The fact it cost less than both its component techniques meant Victor should not run out of SP in the middle of a battle like he did against the adventurers. 
 
    Alright, time to test Kia’s hypothesis. He decided to sacrifice most of the weaker perks, keeping only the truly useful [Troll Regeneration] and [Black Curse]. 
 
      
 
    Choice registered. You combined [Silverfang], [Brain Blast], [Slime Armor], [Venom Fang], [Ghoul Fever], [Hundred Needles], [Dark Thorns], [Shock], [Bullet Fist], [Raptor Burst], [Angel Heart], [Ghost Grudge], [WAZZAAA!], and [Slime-Slam] into: [Darwinist]. 
 
    [Darwinist]: When targeted by a type-dependent effect, you always count as the most advantageous type or type-combination for the purpose of resolving that effect; your species will not change, but the system will temporarily register you as a different type. Elements affected by this Perk include Weapons, Perks, Spells, Field Effects... 
 
      
 
    “Wait, that is all?” Victor asked, disappointed. It could definitely have its use, but he had expected something more visually impressive. “More than ten perks for this?” 
 
    “Fusion accident it is.”  
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! 
 
      
 
    Huh? 
 
    Someone knocked on the hall’s door. “Enter,” Victor said, allowing Chocolatine and Allison to enter. 
 
    “Hi, Vic.” The werewolf waved a hand at him, although less cheerfully than usual. 
 
    “The wards are secured,” Allison said, Victor having tasked her with overseeing his home’s security.  
 
    “Yeah, well, one bat managed to slip through.” The Grand Vizier pointed at the bloody splat on the wall, Junior having finished chewing it. 
 
    “It must have been inside the mansion before I set the protections,” the dryad defended herself. “They may have watched you for longer than I did.” 
 
    Yeah… Victor used his [Monster Insight] Perk on both, just in case. This whole misadventure had made him paranoid. 
 
      
 
    Allison Lys 
 
    Dryad (Plant/Fairy). 
 
    Strong against: Plant, Water, Fairy, Poison, Disease, Life, Insta-Death, Paralysis.  
 
    Weak to: Fire, Frost, Flowerslayer, Fairyslayer, Lightning, Acid.  
 
    A reincarnated Isekai human from Earth and chosen of Cybele, the goddess of pleasure; which means that you have NO excuse. Chocolatine’s best friend, but would like to do the pastry with the werewolf in the barn, if you see what I mean; unlike you, she’s smart enough to keep things simple. Go for the melting pot salad!  
 
      
 
    Good to know. He feared to read the new information on Chocolatine but peeked anyway.  
 
      
 
    Shadowman 
 
    Doppelganger Inveigler (Fairy/Humanoid) 
 
    Strong against Fairy, Mind-Control, Poison, Illusions, Paralysis, Sleep, and Truth-Detection. 
 
    Weak against Manslayer, Cold Iron, and Silver. 
 
    Just your natural born killer. 
 
      
 
    Victor immediately grabbed his scythe. “Doppelganger! Allison, behind me!” 
 
    “What?” both the dryad and the werewolf said at the same time. Did the doppelganger hope to mislead him by feigning confusion?  
 
    If so, it didn’t deceive his Perk nor his allies. Kia instantly drew her sword and moved with such swiftness, Victor didn’t even see her pull her blade on Chocolatine’s throat. The werewolf let out a squeal of surprise. “Where is the real one?” Kia threatened. 
 
    “What is all the racket?” a familiar voice called out of the room, a second Chocolatine stepping through the door. She looked up at her double, exchanged a glance with her, then turned to Victor himself. “Vic, you replaced me?” 
 
    Victor and every person in the room blinked, the Vizier immediately used his Perk on her next.  
 
      
 
    Shadowman 
 
    Doppelganger Inveigler (Fairy/Humanoid) 
 
    Strong against Fairy, Mind-Control, Poison, Illusions, Paralysis, Sleep, and Truth-Detection. 
 
    Weak against Manslayer, Cold Iron, and Silver. 
 
    Just your natural born killer. 
 
      
 
    … damn. 
 
    “Stop!” Victor told Kia. “They’re using a spell to reflect false information somehow, I can’t see which one is the real Chocolatine!”  
 
    “They’re identical,” Kia muttered to herself, pushing the first Chocolatine against a wall with her free arm, and then threatening the second with her blade. “It’s not an illusion. [Karma Scan]... they both appear as strongly evil too! How could they falsify their karma?” 
 
    Victor decided not to comment on how her karma scan hadn’t misled her.  
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! Shadowman can’t read your thoughts, and now you know it tried! 
 
      
 
    Victor eyed both women with suspicion. One, if not both, of them, was definitely an infiltrator. The Nightblades must have sent him because they couldn’t bypass the wards.  
 
    “Vic, it’s an impostor!” the first Chocolatine pleaded. “She’s trying to confuse you!” 
 
    “Oh, oh, I see!” the second Chocolatine said with disturbing cheerfulness. “It’s a spot the fake moment! I always wanted to encounter one!” 
 
    “What do I shout when I use my legendary sword,” Victor asked. Trick question.  
 
    “EXCALIBUR!” both shouted at once. 
 
    Victor face-palmed. The doppelganger may not be able to detect his own thoughts, it could probably read the minds of others, including Chocolatine herself. 
 
    “Oh, I know a way!” Ranger Pink said. “We summon two fiends!” 
 
    “Good idea,” Blue nodded. “The one who murders it in the most painful way is obviously the real one!” 
 
    “You all think I’m crazy?” the first one asked, dejected. 
 
    “Chocolatine may kill, she never does it sadistically,” Allison pointed out. “Only to feed. It’s pretty much in her god’s tenets.” 
 
    “I knew you would stand by me, Allison!” the second one chirped. 
 
    “Eat both,” Junior said hungrily. “Sure.” 
 
    “Sure!” the jelly on its back agreed. 
 
    “Vic…” Kia trailed off. “You make the call.” 
 
    The Grand Vizier examined both women, trying to figure out personal information that could tell the true one apart. If he hadn’t switched ‘mount’ in preparation for the fight with Lavere, then he could have summoned the real one, but now... 
 
    Think, Victor. How did they get around his Perk, after it managed to pierce through all their natural immunities? Why risk him telling the right one apart? Unless… unless… 
 
      
 
    Intelligence check successful. 
 
      
 
    “None of them are the real one.” 
 
    He hadn’t had the time to finish his sentence, that it was over already. Kia cut down both werewolves in the blink of an eye, letting them fall on the ground. 
 
    Allison let out a scream of horror and surprise, putting her hands on her mouth. “Vic, what the… what have you...” 
 
    Both corpses shifted into solid shadows, before collapsing into nothingness.  
 
    “They captured the real one,” Victor explained, while Allison calmed herself. “Psychological warfare.” A ploy based on his innate acceptance of the rules presented before him? Smart, but he had learned from the best.  
 
    Then the hall went dark, all light and the fire dying out. 
 
      
 
    The terrain has been temporarily changed to [Underworld]. 
 
    Nocturnal creatures, fiends, and undead on the field have their stats increased, and will be harder to turn. All non-nocturnal creatures will suffer from the [Blind] ailment. Monotype, non-undead creatures will be animated as undead if killed on the field.   
 
    All stats increased by one stage! 
 
      
 
    “[Light Shield]!” Victor heard Kia shout, a round barrier of solid light forming around the group. A haunting, piper melody echoed across the hall as she did. 
 
    “Behind us, chief!” the Kobold Rangers formed a ring around Victor, alongside Junior and his protegee, “Stay back! We have a mimiczord on our side!” 
 
    A wail echoed in the darkness in response, as half a dozen, skeletal ghosts crashed against the barrier.  
 
    “This mansion…” Kia trailed, as the vengeful spirits bounced off the light barrier, disappearing as soon as they hit it. “How old is it?” 
 
    “Older than the town,” Allison replied, “A dark wizard inhabited it when Rolo first began to labor the fields. It is full of grudges and dark spirits.” 
 
    “That is odd since the architecture seems… gothic?” Kia struggled to find the right word. “It looks straight from Earth.” 
 
    A place full of spirits and dark grudges? “Wait, wait, wait,” Victor said. “Didn’t that magician do experiments in the basement or something?” 
 
    The Nightblades knew that he had the map, that killing him might destabilize Murmurin, and that this manor may have served as some nightmarish lab... 
 
    Victor searched in one of his armor’s hidden containers with his free hand, drawing out Mot’s map, and reading it by the light of the barrier. 
 
    It showed Lavere’s location right next to his own.  
 
    His basement.  
 
    The ghostly assault halted, a new shape approaching the light barrier; Victor recognized him as Emile Lavere, the vampire whom he fought before. “We only want Dalton and the map,” he announced. “Leave him to us, and we’ll let you go.” 
 
    Kia responded by bursting into laughter.  
 
    “We may not be able to kill you, Shining Knight, but you can’t protect them all,” the assassin replied, unfazed. “And that’s not even mentioning the civilians we’ll keep killing so long as he lives.” 
 
    “Why me?” Victor protested, putting the map back inside his armor. “What have I ever done to you?” 
 
    “If you die, this regime collapses,” Emile Lavere pointed out. “The dragon will go crazy, mismanage his troops, and return to his old ways. You’re his emotional anchor, so we’ll take you off the board. Forever.” 
 
      
 
    Warning: The manor is under a [Soul Trap] effect! 
 
    If you die within its radius of effect, your soul will be trapped in its focus point.  
 
      
 
    “The focus?” Victor pondered, assuming the others had seen the same message. 
 
    “The [Solomonari’s Grimoire],” Kia explained, “It will catch your soul and prevent any form of resurrection so long as it exists.” 
 
    “No more revival,” Emile unsheathed his daggers, others glittering in the darkness. “No afterlife. No nothing.” 
 
    Victor always knew his angel insurance was a waste of SP. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    27: Bottomless Fear 
 
    Victor thought they would just have to wait for dawn, protected by Kia’s shield. He was wrong. 
 
    Emile whistled, giving the signal for his group to attack. A cowled figure with a scythe, a vampiric grim reaper, walked through the shield as if it wasn’t even there.  
 
      
 
    Reaper Deathscythe used [Skeleton Key] to bypass [Shield of Light]! 
 
      
 
    Of course vampires assassins would have a Perk which bypassed supernatural wards… Kia immediately moved to intercept the intruder, but he grabbed some kind of pendant and uttered magical words. The shield of light collapsed, and everything became dark again.  
 
    Due to the thick darkness, Victor could barely see more than a few feet away, at least before Kia formed a miniature sun in her free hand. The aster partially illuminated their surroundings, revealing dozens of vampiric assassins charging at them with sharp blades. He could see Allison near him but not the rest of his troops, although he could hear them fight in the darkness. 
 
    Of course, Kia didn’t let the enemy through, cutting down one, then two, then three rogues without breaking a sweat. She didn’t even bother to dodge the strikes, even though they used poisoned weapons; their blades bounced off her armor without inflicting damage. Meanwhile, it took but one slash from the Shining Knight to reduce a vampire to dust. 
 
    It was like watching babies trying to take down Mohammed Ali. A hilariously one-sided slaughter. 
 
    But it distracted her, allowing other rogues to dash at their true target: Victor himself. His sharp reflexes allowed him to dodge a vampire’s blade and retaliate with his scythe, cutting the attacker in half. 
 
      
 
    Critical hit! It’s a one-hit KO! 
 
      
 
    His weapon absorbed the vampire’s soul, which told the Vizier that either his Helheim overwhelmed the soul trap effect, or that it spared the enemy thieves. It also gave him enough time to activate his buffs. 
 
      
 
    You gain +4 check bonus against [Undead] effects.  
 
    +100 temporary HP.  
 
    Chances to inflict [Terror] increased by 20 percent. 
 
    Your scythe will now inflict the [Poisoned] ailment! 
 
    You gained the [Regen] status! 
 
      
 
    He briefly considered summoning his trump card with [Black Horseman], but that would undoubtedly cause the mansion to collapse on everyone inside. 
 
    Emile Lavere, the assassin he fought in the Winter Kingdoms, emerged from the darkness to flank him with a silver rapier. He narrowly missed his chest, but pierced his armor through a chink.  
 
      
 
    You took medium damage! Manslayer negated by [Darwinist]! Insta-Death negated by [Monster Lifeforce (Red Dragon)]! 
 
      
 
    “Undead?” the vampire snarled, angry at his attack being countered. “How can you count as undead?” 
 
    Victor retaliated by blasting the killer with a dark fireball, but he dodged out of the way. The projectile exploded somewhere, making the mansion shake. The Vizier prayed that it didn’t hit the Kobold Rangers or Junior by accident, forsaking this attack so long as he lacked visibility.  
 
    The enemy Reaper soon joined Emile, trying to behead Victor from behind while he fended off the vampire assassin. “[Turn Undead]!” Allison rushed to help him, blasting the enemy Reaper against a wall, and keeping Emile at bay. “Vic, get behind me!” 
 
    “Alright, I’m taking Marinette!” Victor declared, his free hand fumbling in the dark while Allison shielded him. 
 
    “Marinette?!” Allison asked before a bunch of ghosts forced her to focus back on the fight. “[Turn Undead]! [Turn Undead]!”  
 
    “My bazooka!” Victor replied, grabbing the rocket launcher with his free hand, and swinging his scythe with the other.  
 
    “You named it?” Constantly repelling undead didn’t prevent Allison from complaining. “Vic, you can’t solve all your problems with a bazooka!” 
 
    “Why not?” Truth to be told, he couldn’t use it in the dark without risking friendly fire, but it helped with the intimidation factor. “Flee before Marinette! [Fright Knight]!” 
 
    As he spoke those words, the Reaper glanced at the weapon with dread, before slithering back in the shadows. The ghosts harassing Allison ignored him though. 
 
      
 
    Your enemies’ Strength and Charisma decreased by one stage! 
 
    Reaper Deathscythe now suffers from [Terror]! [Terror] failed to affect Dark Spirits and Emile Lavere! 
 
      
 
    “Not running away this time?” the Grand Vizier taunted the assassin, who adopted a dueling stance with his rapier.   
 
    “I fear Mamma Lucie more than you,” he replied, before casting a spell on himself. “[Bolstering Dead].“ 
 
    Allison attempted to turn him again, but this time, the assassin ignored her. He charged at Victor with murder on his mind.  
 
    The Vizier raised his scythe to kill the vampire, but the bastard moved around Allison, putting her in Victor’s way. The chief of staff stopped his attack before his blade could cut his own friend, but this gave Emile an opening. The assassin raised his rapier, aiming for the throat. 
 
    Then a blue jelly jumped out of the darkness and hit him in the eye.  
 
    “My eye!” the vampire assassin screamed in both pain and surprise, the jelly hopping around happily.  
 
    “Eye!” Buzz Jelly chirped as if it found the word funny. “Eye treasure!” 
 
    “I can’t see…” Having put a hand on his wounded eye, Emile missed the glittering fangs on his left. “I can’t see—” 
 
    CHOMP! 
 
    Junior’s jaws closed on Emile’s torso, the mimic chewing the vampire around like a cat with a rat.  
 
    Oh, right. It was a team fight.  
 
    “They think we fear the dark, but they’re wrong!” Victor shouted while Junior swallowed the vampire whole... only for Emile to escape its jaws in mist form. “They use the cover of darkness to hide from us! For we are the Hoard! We are fear!” 
 
    “Fear!” the jelly repeated. “Fear!” 
 
      
 
    [Rally Minion] activated! All minions’ stats raised by one stage! 
 
      
 
    Victor’s declaration was answered with the sound of windows breaking. It occurred to him that the cultists guarding his home must have engaged other attackers.  
 
    “Chief!” Victor heard Red somewhere to his left. After concentrating, he distinguished the shape of his ally, alongside that of Pink, in the dark. “This way, through the windows!” 
 
    “[Monster Insight],” Victor replied. 
 
      
 
    Shadowman—   
 
      
 
    He sliced both of them without warning with his scythe, their bodies dissolving into shadows, much to his annoyance. “How many doppelgangers do they have?”  
 
    “What kind of Doppelganger?” The Vizier turned to find Kia rushing to his side, having slaughtered anyone foolish enough to attack her.  
 
    “Inveigler!” 
 
    The Shining Knight cursed. “That’s the worst kind! They can create one health point duplicates at will. Unless we slay the original, more will keep coming.” 
 
    “Lavere is in my basement, we have to kill her or these attacks will never end!”  
 
    “I’ll take care of her,” said the paladin, “after we evacuate you.” 
 
    Victor guessed that she, like everyone, hated escort missions. “Sorry to have dragged you into this!” he apologized, as she guided him, Allison summoning thorns to protect their rear. He barely avoided a poisoned arrow aiming for his head and deflected a second with his scythe.  
 
    “You’re kidding? I’m so happy! There is a big battle...” she said while blocking a projectile with her blade, a blissful smile on her face. “And I haven’t missed it!” 
 
      
 
    Skill check successful! 
 
      
 
    Sensing something to his left, Victor leaped backward as shadowy claws emerged from a wall to try and seize him. A monstrous, ghoulish undead halfway emerged from the wall, snarling at him. 
 
      
 
    Murdefer 
 
    Wall Ghoul (Artificial/Undead) 
 
    Strong against Physical attacks, all status ailments, necromancy, Earth, and Unholy. 
 
    Weak against Artislayer, Deadslayer, Holy.  
 
    A malevolent basement dweller moving through the walls of a haunted mansion (yours) to ambush its prey (you). Can drag the people it drags to another part of the mansion. Beneath its thuggish exterior, it’s a very shy creature looking for love.  
 
      
 
    Did they turn his entire house into a death trap? 
 
    The monster attempted to grab Victor with a dreadful shriek, but whips caught its claws. The Kobold Rangers emerged from the darkness, forcefully dragging the monster out of the wall so Red could pummel it. “We have your back, chief!”  
 
    “Vic, here! The windows!” Kia called him. She raised her blade to parry a strike from the enemy Reaper, who had returned for a second round, locking her into place. Victor rushed to help her, but then sensed cold dead hands grabbing his ankles.  
 
    He suddenly realized the Nightblades had brought more than one wall monster. 
 
    Before he could react, another ghoulish creature dragged him through the flooring as if it was water. In the blink of an eye, he landed into some kind of underground catacomb, the wall monster hanging above him.  
 
    Victor raised his bazooka and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The resulting explosion blasted the monster into tiny pieces, parts of the ceiling with it, and repelled Victor by a good five meters. The Vizier quickly got back on his feet, facing a pile of rubble. 
 
    “This thing is amazing,” the adventurer muttered to himself, caressing his bazooka with religious awe. 
 
    But it only had one projectile.  
 
    So he tossed it away, keeping only the scythe and running as fast as he could through dark, underground corridors. As he did, Victor heard a piper’s melody echoing across them; while he knew he should run as far away from its source as possible, the Vizier decided to finish Lavere before she could launch another attack.  
 
    The corridors eventually led him to a much larger underground crypt, which unlike the manor above, had a few sources of magical light. Bright lanterns kept the darkness at bay, casting light on dozens of coffins belonging to the Nightblades, and a table at the center. He quickly distinguished shapes in the dark, sitting around it. Savoureuse, a strange human piper, and... 
 
    “Chocolatine?” Vic’s eyes widened, upon seeing them more closely. 
 
    “Oh hi, Vic!” Savoureuse greeted him. Victor noticed a pile of cookies and cheese on the table, alongside some fine, half-emptied wine.  
 
    “Oh, hi, Vic!” the werewolf repeated and waved at him. “What’s up with all the racket above? Is there a party?” 
 
    Victor glanced at her, then at Savoureuse, who shrugged, then back at Chocolatine.  
 
    … no. It had to be the doppelganger. He used [Monster Insight] on her to be sure. 
 
      
 
    Chocolatine de Gevaudan 
 
    Werewolf (Humanoid/Beast) 
 
    Strong against Moon, Beast, Madness and Fairy effects. 
 
    Weak against Silver, Manslayer, and Beastslayer effects. 
 
    Your girlfriend, whether you like it or not. She forgets her sadness at her brother’s arrest by drowning herself in Savoureuse’s delicious meat cookies. You don’t want to know what they’re made of… or rather, who they’re made of. 
 
      
 
    Yep, that was the real one, against all odds. “You’re not a hostage?” Victor asked Chocolatine while keeping an eye on the other people present; especially the piper. 
 
      
 
    ??? 
 
      
 
    A fomor. Damn. Yet somehow he ignored the adventurer to play music, and Victor couldn’t hit him with a fiery projectile without wounding his friends.  
 
    “A hostage?” Chocolatine turned to Savoureuse. “I’m a hostage?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I forgot to tell you,” Savoureuse said, before turning to Victor. “I wanted to tie her up, but when she told me all about how her brother’s arrest puts a damper on your relationship, I couldn’t let such a cute couple break up. So I baked her cookies.” 
 
    “Poisoned cookies?” Victor asked, finding the scene surreal. 
 
    “I could never poison food. People, always, but good food? Only nobles do that.”  
 
    “You have to tell me about that secret ingredient though,” Chocolatine continued, oblivious to the current situation. “Is it goblin? Gnoll?” 
 
    “It’s a secret, sweetie,” Savoureuse replied with a cheeky smile. “I don’t want to fight you, Vic.” 
 
    Him neither, against his better judgment. “We don’t have to.” 
 
    “Indeed. [Darkest Fear].” 
 
    A familiar dark aura swallowed Victor, who had a horrible sensation of déjà vu. His strength and vitality abandoned him, causing him to fall on his knees. 
 
      
 
    HP and SP reduced to one!  
 
    [Terror] and [Necrophobia] ailments negated! 
 
    [Troll Regeneration] activated! 
 
      
 
    “As they say, if you want something done,” Lucie Lavere said while stepping into sight, a screaming black book in hand and a humanoid made of solid shadows at her side. “Do it yourself.” 
 
    Victor had grown to hate, hate assassins hiding in shadows with passion tonight. She must have waited for her minions to soften him up before moving for the kill, like a hyena. 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! Lucie Lavere cannot read your mind! 
 
      
 
    Horrified and snapped out of her drunkness, Chocolatine instantly rushed to defend her crush, targeting Lavere. “[Turn Undead]! [Turn Undead]!” 
 
    Proving herself in a whole different league than her servants, the Nightblades’ leader didn’t even flinch. “[Telekinesis].” She absentmindedly raised her free hand, throwing Chocolatine against a coffin with the mere force of her mind, knocking her out. While Savoureuse watched the scene with terror in her eyes, the fomor briefly stopped playing his pipe, a crooked smirk flaring on his face.  
 
    “You should have checked your mansion for tunnels,” Lavere taunted Victor, in a good enough mood to banter with her prey.  
 
    “I did!” the Grand Vizier protested, managing to get back on his feet. “I was going to bring architects to check for hidden pathways after my seminar, but I didn’t have the time between Mot and the economic crisis!” 
 
      
 
    You have recovered a quarter of your HP! 
 
      
 
    “Annoying,” Lavere said, quickly casting another spell on Victor. “[Accelerated Anti-Teleport].” 
 
      
 
    Luck check failed! You can no longer teleport away for the next twenty-four hours! 
 
      
 
    Realizing she could diminish his HP to 1 at any time, Victor decided he could sacrifice some. “[Hades Blast]!” 
 
    He unleashed a mighty blast of purple energy at the vampire, sacrificing his very lifeforce to empower it.  
 
    The book in Lavere’s hand let out a wail, the cover morphing into a ghoulish face. A shield of dark energy sprung around the vampire and her doppelganger ally, shielding them. Victor exploited her brief distraction to charge at her, scythe raised, as the shield dispelled. The doppelganger shielded his mistress with his body, but she didn’t need any help. 
 
    “[Blood Fountain].” 
 
    The second the words left her mouth, Victor’s body wracked in pain, as wounds opened beneath his armor. His very blood floated out of him, drained by Lavere’s vile spell. 
 
      
 
    Warning: Critical health! Your Vitality dropped by three stages! 
 
    Congratulations! You learned the [Blood Fountain] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Blood Fountain]: Technique, 50 SP. You can drain blood from every target within thirty feet of yourself as if you used the [Vampire Kiss] Perk, recovering half of the damage inflicted in HP and reducing the victims’ vitality; creatures without blood are immune. 
 
      
 
    “Finally, I taste dragon blood…” the Nightblades’ leader sucked the floating blood like one would with champagne... 
 
    And immediately spit it out.  
 
    “Your blood tastes like shit,” Lavere cursed, her fake veneer of sophistication replaced with disgust. “Half-human blood, and half… pimento!” 
 
    Victor would have happily shoved more down her throat, had he not been forced to use his scythe not to fall on the ground. That perk hurt!  
 
    “Finish him off,” the piper said with sadistic glee, Savoureuse glancing away not to watch what would follow.  
 
    “It appears you can change type at will,” Lavere observed while spellcasting. “I wonder if you will rise as a zombie due to my field’s effects, or just die. Let’s check.” 
 
    “Does that offer of necromancy lessons still hold?” Victor deadpanned.  
 
    “No,” Lavere replied, being careful to stay at a respectable distance, in case he had a last trick up his sleeve. “[Crush Heart].” 
 
    She opened her free hand, a phantom, spectral heart forming inside her palm. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take up your role,” the doppelganger said, before duplicating. The shadowy blob divided into two, one taking the shape of Chocolatine, and the other of Victor himself, “And more and more.” 
 
    No way around it then. He didn’t wish to do it in an enclosed space, but… “[Black Horseman],” Victor activated his trump card. The vampire may prevent him from teleporting away, it wouldn’t stop a call for help. 
 
    “Calling your horse?” Lavere mused, closing her fingers to crush the fake heart in her palm. With her foe at her mercy, she allowed herself a moment of smugness; a fatal mistake.  “Fighting me is foolish.” 
 
    Yep.  
 
    But fighting was for gladiators.  
 
    A Vizier Reaper Assassin used cheap tricks. 
 
    “Summon Vainqueur!” 
 
    And then the entire crypt shook, as the legendary dragon teleported right on top of Lavere herself and her bodyguard, in a sitting position. His crown hit the ceiling above, causing the ceiling to crack; the teleportation effect blew dust in all directions, upturning the table and the coffins.  
 
    “Minion,” the dragon grumbled, the artificial darkness summoned by the vampire already dissipating. “You better have a good reason to summon me in the middle of a golden shower.”  
 
    Victor knew there was a dirty joke to make here, but it was beneath him.  
 
    While Savoureuse didn’t find her words, the piper fomor’s eyes had bulged out at the unexpected sight. He silently opened a circular rift in space and quickly fled without looking back, shaken. 
 
    Vainqueur smelled his chief of staff, unaware of the vampire and doppelganger crushed beneath his imperial bottom. “Have the bats bled you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Lavere didn’t like it.” 
 
    “What do you mean by, she didn’t like it? How dare she not appreciate the blissful perfection of dragon blood?” Vainqueur asked, infuriated. “This only showcases her complete lack of taste! I will eat her cattle for this insult!” 
 
    Victor glanced at the spot where Lavere used to stand with a smug look until he noticed purple mist slipping out of Vainqueur and fleeing through the tunnels. “Not again!” the Vizier cursed, as Lavere quickly escaped. 
 
    First blood was on him, but from the lack of level-up, the war was far from over. Why they decided to attack him while he had Kia at home though, that was beyond him.  
 
    … 
 
    Unless… unless they wanted to keep her busy as a secondary objective. Another way to hit Vainqueur through others. “Your Majesty...” 
 
    “Yes, minion?” 
 
    “Have you called your niece lately?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    28: Dawnfall 
 
    Vainqueur was absolutely livid. 
 
    First of all, the bats had struck at his second-most prized possession: his one and only friend. They had trashed his house, leaving only a pile of rubble before which the dragon and his minions stood. They had caught the souls of his prized lackeys—thankfully none of whom Vainqueur knew the names of—and wounded Sweet Chocolatine. 
 
    Second, these savages didn’t appreciate the taste of dragon blood. A half-dragon, but dragon blood still! This affront to his species' honor would not go unpunished! 
 
    And finally, the bats now threatened his niece. 
 
    “Fetch me any vampire you find,” Vainqueur ordered the Kobold Rangers, who had survived the assault, albeit not without wounds. “So I may eat them myself!” 
 
    “What do we do with her?” Knight Kia asked, holding the treacherous Savoureuse while keeping her sword at her throat. 
 
    “How could you?” Vainqueur lambasted her. “How could you betray me? Why have so minions betrayed my trust after I gave their lives purpose? After I made you more than food, namely, emergency food?” 
 
    “I care more about my life than a purpose?” Savoureuse proposed, unashamed and unrepentant. 
 
    “Sav, this doesn’t have to be,” Manling Victor said, composed and dignified as befitting Vainqueur’s chief of staff. “I asked Kia to send a magical message to her old party member Nostredame days ago, on your behalf.” 
 
    “I asked Kevin to set the authorities on the Nightblades in Noblecoeur, your home city, and to safeguard your family,” the paladin said. “If you cooperate with us, we can ensure your safety from reprisals.” 
 
    “But that would make me a snitch,” Savoureuse protested. “I would have to go back on my honor as a professional thug-for-hire and assassin.” 
 
    “The only honor in life for a mortal like you is to do as a dragon tells you!” Vainqueur responded with peerless logic. “The life of a wyrmling is on the line! Will you keep serving as the minion of creatures who will sink so low? Or will you choose to serve the best, most merciful, richest dragon in the world? Are you a Bella, or a Renfield?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I am a dragon,” Vainqueur cut her off. “And I am also an uncle. Anything that stands between me and my niece’s safety is not food. It is ashes. Are you ashes, Scaly Savoureuse?” 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! It’s a critical! 
 
      
 
    Scaly Savoureuse saw the light of dragon wisdom—helped by the smoke coming out of his nostrils—and turned her back on the darkness. “If my family and I are safe, I could… give away the locations of all the hidden warehouses we set up in Murmurin.”  
 
    “What about Charlene?” Manling Victor immediately pushed, once again only thinking about reproducing. “Miel?” 
 
    “Charlene is… sick.” 
 
    “Sick, as in blood sick?” Manling Victor asked, worried. 
 
    “Sick as in vampire sick,” Savoureuse admitted. “As for Miel, a doppelganger impersonated her to foster strife among Heaven and Happyland. I can testify—” 
 
    “Nobody cares!” Vainqueur snarled. “Where is the bat? Where is my niece?” 
 
    In front of the treacherous creature’s silence, the dragon decided to take matters into his own claws. “Give me the map, minion,” Vainqueur ordered, his friend obeying at once. “We will track down this overgrown bat immediately!” 
 
    “Wait, I need to equip myself first!” 
 
    “I’m coming as well,” Kia insisted. 
 
    “After you abandoned my niece? Never!” Vainqueur snarled, before turning to his minion. “No time to wait, Manling Victor! I will summon you when I catch her!” His niece’s life was on the line, and nothing else mattered.  
 
    “No, Your Majesty, you can’t—” 
 
    But Vainqueur had already extended his wings and flew away, the tiny map in his claws. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The sun had risen well above when Vainqueur located Lavere in the middle of the desert, far, far away from Murmurin.  
 
    The great dragon didn’t have to check his map; the vermin had summoned a sphere of darkness, that ‘underworld’ effect, right in the middle of the dunes. While his minions may not have seen well through these thick shadows, Vainqueur did. He could also smell the bat, Mell Lin, their servants… and most importantly, his niece. 
 
    Under other circumstances, Vainqueur would have fashionably announced his presence, or stealthily activated his blinkblink ring. But this time, he did not. This vermin would have naught but flames and destruction.  
 
    Instead, Vainqueur activated his [Charged Attack] Perk and unleashed a house-sized fireball at the dark sphere.  
 
    The resulting blast turned the very sand to molten glass, shredded the vampires and other monstrous vermin camouflaging within. The shadows fled before his flames, the effect dispelled. 
 
      
 
    [Underworld] field destroyed!  
 
      
 
    As the shadowy orb vanished, the sun cast a bright light on the area. Jolie, his poor niece, had been bound by thick black chains and muzzled; a disgusting vampire, which he assumed to be Lucie Lavere, had survived his attack thanks to a shield of purple light; and Mell Lin stood nearby, his pipe in one hand and a strange, familiar bottle in the other. All their minions, Vainqueur had slain. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes immediately drifted to his niece, the sight enraging him. Her scales were covered in bruises, and one of her tiny horns had been cut like a twisted trophy. She looked up at her uncle with hope, straining against her bindings to join him, yet too young and weakened to do so. 
 
    Unfortunately, these… these cowards stayed close to Jolie, using her as a shield. Vainqueur knew his flames wouldn’t hurt her, but the blast might.  
 
    “To think I let you live,” Lavere growled, a wailing grimoire floating in front of her, while Mell Lin put the bottle in the sand, before playing his pipe and dancing around it. “What a mistake… [Soul Sacrifice: Unblockable Magic].” 
 
      
 
    By sacrificing a stolen soul per spell, Lucie Lavere’s spell checks will automatically succeed against you! 
 
      
 
    “I knew you could not resist the sweet, wonderful taste of dragon blood,” Vainqueur said with a growl. “Your thirst for this indescribable pleasure led you to your doom. You have touched my niece, and for this crime against me, you shall perish!” 
 
    “A dragon caring for another? Laughable,” Lucie taunted him while chuckling to herself. “The only thing that matters in this world, is power. [Shadow Chains].” 
 
    Black chains identical to those holding Jolie manifested around Vainqueur, trying to ensnare him. He easily broke them, his royal mantle shining as he did.  
 
      
 
    Mobility reduction negated by your [Cloak of Golden Majesty]. 
 
      
 
    “I promise you this, batling,” Vainqueur warned, well and truly furious. “I will hold nothing back.” 
 
    “Then let’s finish this,” she replied with smug arrogance. “For I won’t let you, or anyone, interfere with my ambitions.”   
 
    Vainqueur answered by lunging towards her like a hawk diving at a mouse, claws extended. He activated [Fire Crown], his body exuding a mighty shroud of flames and burning Mot’s map in his hand; the great dragon had become a meteor falling on insects. 
 
    But as he closed the gap between his foes and himself, Mell Lin’s bottle began to open on its own; Vainqueur finally recognized it as the one keeping that fairy Mot trapped. Did these fools think the djinn could save them? It only meant more experience for the dragon to claim! 
 
    But instead of unleashing another fomor to die at his hands, the bottle began to suck air and sand.  
 
      
 
    Warning: [Bottle of Dragonbinding] activated by ???! 
 
    If you are dragged inside, you will be [Banished] to a pocket dimension! 
 
      
 
    Before Vainqueur knew what hit him, the bottle turned into a mighty vortex dragging him toward itself; the great dragon suddenly found himself forced to try and fly back not to be trapped by it. He immediately activated [Spell Purge], trusting it to defeat this witchery! It reduced the vortex’s power, yet couldn’t negate it. 
 
    “The pieces are falling into place,” Lavere gloated, skipping pages from her book while Mell Lin focused on singing. “[Doublecast].” 
 
      
 
    Lucie Lavere can now cast two spells at once! 
 
    [Bottle of Dragonbinding] negated by [Immovab—  
 
      
 
    “[Perk Binding],” the vampire said, her grimoire uttering the same sentence as she did. 
 
      
 
    Your [Spell Purge] and [Immovable] Perks have been nullified! 
 
      
 
    His favorite Perk stopped working, leaving him defenseless and ever closer to this prison. Vainqueur immediately attempted a last-ditch exorcism, but the vampire negated it with a [Counterspell]. Vainqueur tried to incinerate the item, only to watch his breath drawn inside.  
 
    “MINION!” Vainqueur shouted. “MINION! GET BACK HERE!” 
 
      
 
    Victor Dalton cannot teleport for the day. 
 
      
 
    What? How could his chief of staff go on strike at this critical moment?! 
 
    “Researching your perks, cutting away your key resources, and isolating you from them took time,” Lavere spoke with confidence. “But brains will always prevail over brawn. With your defeat, I will get a [Heroic Crest], and become closer to Valhalla.” 
 
    Vainqueur let out a furious snarl, as he fruitlessly struggled to escape the binding. His sweet niece looked up at him, her once-hopeful eyes now full of fear and despair.  
 
    This could not end like this! He was the great red dragon, the Emperor of Murmurin and the Albain Mountains, the richest in the world!  
 
    And yet, the wealthy always won, because the truly rich have friends. 
 
      
 
    [Master’s Shield] activated! You gained the [Regen] status. 
 
      
 
    A rift in space opened right behind Vainqueur’s enemies, a black, winged rider rushing through.   
 
    Bat Lavere and Mell Lin barely had the time to turn at the new threat, than Manling Victor was already on to them, carrying his scythe in one hand and his strange cannon in the other. He pointed his weapon at the bottle and fired a projectile. 
 
    While ridiculously weak in comparison with Vainqueur’s own fireball, the explosion shattered the bottle, threw Mell Lin backward, and blew dust in all directions.   
 
    “Minion!” Vainqueur rejoiced, as the vortex collapsed and died down, allowing him to land safely on the sand.  
 
    “Lavere, there’s a thing you don’t get,” Manling Victor taunted the bat, swinging his empowered scythe with moxie before trying to cut her down. “You can’t break a winning team!” 
 
    The vampire moved to dodge the attack, only to realize, too late, that she had been tricked. At the very last second, Manling Victor’s scythe deviated from her neck to her book and sliced it clean in half. 
 
    The grimoire immediately let out a final wail, hundreds, thousands of screaming souls escaping its strange pages, only to move back into Manling Victor’s scythe. When Bat Lavere managed to summon a shield between the chief of staff and herself, her prized weapon had already turned to dust. 
 
      
 
    You have recovered the use of [Spell Purge]! 
 
      
 
    “Winning team?” his chief of staff’s mount complained, as Manling Victor rushed back to his master’s side. “You horseslaver, you made me run all across the desert non-stop!” 
 
    The vampire’s eyes bulged in shock, yet managed to regain her composure. Jolie struggled against her bindings to escape, but the witch maintained her spell. “This is not over,” she promised. “I will find another way.” 
 
    “No, you will not.” 
 
    Mell Lin emerged from the dust cloud, almost as furious as Vainqueur himself. The fairy piper had stopped playing music and abandoned his disguise for his true, hideous, wooden face.  
 
    “That is your last chance,” Mell Lin warned the vampire, raising his cape to reveal a blackened crest. “Die to them, or die to us.” He tossed the item to Lavere, formed a fairy ring by rending space itself, and then fled like a coward as Vainqueur attempted to incinerate him. 
 
    “You… you traitor!” Unlike a true, dignified chief of staff, Bat Lavere had lost all composure at her master’s abandonment. 
 
    “Guess you’ve chosen the wrong crowd,” Manling Victor said. “It’s over.” 
 
    “I will just return to the dark,” Lavere replied, her ugly mammalian face twisted into a snarl, her eyes having turned crimson. “I can change my identity! Without the map, you have no way to track me down!” 
 
    “Our minions are already stamping out your hideouts in both Gardemagne and Murmurin as we speak,” Friend Victor taunted her. “You’re not going to run far, and you heard your forgiving master. Face it, either you kill us here, which you won’t, or they will finish you off for us. You’re cornered!” 
 
    The vampire glanced at the [Black Crest], clearly fearing to use it for some reason, and then turned to Vainqueur. The emperor could see the emotions in her eyes changing from anger, to fear, and then despair.  
 
    Good.  
 
    The dragon let out a furious roar and unleashed a torrent of furious flames at her. Lavere raised the Black Crest in response, the item crumbling into black dust, and unleashing its power. 
 
    A blast of purple, fairy energy surrounded her, repelling even Vainqueur’s fire. The vampire underwent a metamorphosis, her flesh turning purple and ripping her clothes apart. She grew enormous wings, sharp claws, and fangs. She increased in size until she almost matched Vainqueur himself in size, more a monstrous, primal bat than manling.  
 
      
 
    Lucie Lavere used a [Black Crest] and gained ten Levels in the [Fairy Beast] class. 
 
      
 
    The beast let out a hiss, her hands suffused with dark magic. Fighting dragons was stupid, but in her eagerness to die, she would try.  
 
    In response, Vainqueur immediately activated his [Spell Purge] and launched a fireball at her. The creature transformed into a swarm of bats, dispersing to avoid the projectile, before quickly reforming on the dragon’s back. When he turned around to face her, Vainqueur found her throwing a sphere of dark energy at him. 
 
    It failed. 
 
    His [Spell Reflection] activated, sending the sphere back at the witch. Her own projectile hit her in the head, making her stumble.  
 
    “Bat, you do not understand,” Vainqueur said, through playing. “You have done what only the evil Furibon and the elf grasshopper managed to do. You infuriated me.” 
 
    The dragon saw fear and dread in the bat’s eyes; as he should. Extending his own wings, his body covered in flames, Vainqueur charged at her with berserk rage, a winged incarnation of destruction. 
 
    She tried to keep him at bay with a volley of spells, of black cubes and frozen stars, only for them to reflect back at her. He punched her in the chest in response, shattering ribs and making her cough thick black blood. Except he didn’t stop and kept pummeling her. 
 
    As a last-ditch effort, she summoned a purple shield to defend herself, Vainqueur hitting it with his claws and shaking the desert with each trike.  
 
    Manling Victor, who had wisely stayed out of his master’s range, finally decided to speak up. “Your Majesty, can I borrow some of your immense lifeforce for a minute?!” 
 
    “This will come out of your pay!”  
 
    Manling Victor, ever ready to serve his master for free, sheathed back both of his weapons in his back and raised his hands at the shield. “[Hades Blast]!” 
 
    Sorcery cackled from his fingertips, before taking the shape of a shining ray of purple light, whose might and shininess rivaled Vainqueur’s own breath. The laser smashed through Lavere’s defense, vaporizing the left side of her stomach while at it. Smoke sizzling from the wound. 
 
      
 
    You sacrificed a quarter of your HP! 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur punched the defenseless bat in the face, burning it. And then kept going, even as she retaliated with claws and fangs. It burned her more than it hurt him, and while she inflicted some damage, it didn’t even itch! 
 
    “Unshle, shesh drashon!” Jolie encouraged him through her muzzle. “ Unshle, shesh drashon!” 
 
      
 
    Through [Master’s Shield], you have recovered all your HP! 
 
      
 
    For the first time since Brandon Maure, Vainqueur fought seriously. 
 
    If she had confronted him back when Vainqueur hadn’t rediscovered the great, dragon-made system, she might have been a challenge… but for every strike she made, the dragon returned each hit tenfold. Her spells bounced back at her, and without her magic or trickery, the bat couldn’t stand against him. He didn’t leave her any opening, deflecting her punches with his mastery of brawling, and retaliated with deadly strikes of his own.  
 
    And unlike Vainqueur, she was alone. 
 
    “[Hades Blast]!” Manling Victor repeated the process again and again, overwhelming the witch with spells. He waited for Vainqueur to recover his energy, then struck again; when Lavere attempted to escape Vainqueur by transforming into a bat swarm, he shot them all, forcing her to reform. He cost the Emperor more health than the creature’s claws, yet for once, the dragon let him play. 
 
    For it wasn’t a fight. 
 
    It was an execution.  
 
    “Stop, please…” the monster rasped, her wings broken, her flesh burnt to the bone. “I yield… I yield… I will pay you… I will pay… the Apple… gold... anything…” 
 
    Vainqueur was good and merciful. He had accepted tribute for insults to his person.... but by threatening his family, she had committed a crime of lese majesté. For this, there was no forgiveness. 
 
    Instead of granting her mercy, he seized the bat by the shoulders, kept her in place, and opening his mouth.  
 
    “[Charged Attack]!” 
 
    Within seconds, his almighty flames turned the sand to glass, and her body to dust. As he had promised, by threatening his niece, Bat Lavere had become ashes.  
 
    She didn’t even drop a crest, nor loot.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! By cornering and demolishing the Nightblades’ leader, you earned four levels in [Augustus]! You earned the [Shining Majesty] and [Golden Road] Class Perks! 
 
    Your Witch Hunter can be promoted into either [Hellsing] or [Witchfinder General]. 
 
    +120 HP, +10 SP, +8 STR, +1 VIT, +4 SKI, +4 AGI, +2 INT, +8 CHA. 
 
    [Shining Majesty]: Technique, 120 SP. Your scales can unleash a mighty, searing flash of light, bombarding peons with a glorious vision of your hoard. This inflicts heavy [Light] damage, and the victor suffers from the [Blind] ailment on a failed Vitality check and/or [Enthrall] ailments on a failed Charisma check. 
 
    [Golden Road]: Technique, 30 SP per 5 seconds. You can create an [Portal] as per the spell, but only to open a spatial doorway leading to your hoard. 
 
      
 
    With Lavere’s demise, the chains holding Jolie turned to shadowy dust, finally freeing her. “Uncle!” his adorable niece cried. 
 
    “It is over, Jolie,” Vainqueur promised, rushing to her side and cradling his niece in his arms. “The evil bat is gone!” 
 
    “Am I…” She looked up at him with her cute eyes. “Am I still grounded?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Vainqueur reassured her. “You are not grounded anymore.” 
 
    “Thanks, Uncle!” Jolie replied, the tears in her eyes gone, before hopping out of his arms. Vainqueur remained speechless, with the feeling he had been tricked somehow. 
 
    Yet, as a shower of gold fell from the heavens to reward his good work, the dragon abandoned himself to the blissful feeling of absolute victory. 
 
    “Is it raining gold?” Manling Victor’s mount asked, in awe of Vainqueur’s ever-growing fortune. 
 
    “It’s a golden shower,” the chief of staff replied with a sarcastic tone. “It’s a president thing.”  
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    29: Don't wake the Dragon 
 
    In the safety of his vault, Vainqueur Knightsbane took a handful of coins from his hoard and showered his niece with them. 
 
    He had allowed his niece to rest on his hoard for the week until the warmth of his gold helped her forget her captivity at the hands of these bat-beasts. Yet, in spite of his best efforts, she remained quiet and slightly scared of the outside.  
 
    “Uncle,” Jolie finally asked him. “Do I have a birth defect?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Vainqueur reassured her. “You are almost as perfect as me!” 
 
    “But Dad died, and they hurt me!” Unfortunately for her uncle, Jolie may be young, she was also smart. Her lost horn constantly reminded her of her imprisonment. “You always told me pain was a birth defect.” 
 
    “Because you were too young for the truth,” Vainqueur said, having himself only learned about this shameful, dark secret of dragonkind for months.  
 
    Unfortunately… he could no longer spare her feelings.  
 
    “Death…” Vainqueur struggled to find the right words, to deliver the terrible truth. “Death is not a birth defect! Every dragon can suffer from it!” 
 
    Jolie’s eyes morphed into the purest picture of dread and horror; while she understood the truth deep down, to hear it from her beloved uncle must have shaken her to the core. “Even you?”  
 
    “Even…” Vainqueur’s broke. “Even I.” 
 
    He thought that the revelation would make her feel better, but instead, it scared her even more of the outside. 
 
    Jolie, through my journeys, I learned that true confidence is not being ignorant of death,” Vainqueur told her, trying to cheer his niece up. “True awesomeness is being me: fighting to the bitter end because I know that despite the risks, I will always prevail. Because I am me. Before my strength, wealth, and peerless genius, even Death bows to me!” 
 
    “So if I grow strong and big and rich like you, I can overcome death?” Jolie’s head perked up, understanding his lesson. 
 
    “Exactly!” Vainqueur encouraged her. “But you cannot become as amazing as me if you stay at home all day. You have to grow fat on cattle, cultivate the best minions, destroy your enemies, and get rewarded for it with wealth! That is the dragon way to happiness!” 
 
    His words lit up the fires of enthusiasm in his niece’s eyes.  
 
    His vault’s doorbell echoed through its walls, Vainqueur grumbling as he opened the large door.  
 
    He found Knight Kia waiting in front. “Is Jolie—” 
 
    Vainqueur began to close the door before she could finish, intent on leaving her at the threshold. But unfortunately, his niece had heard the voice. “Kia!” She immediately rose up to welcome her perverse excuse of a minion, forcing her uncle to keep the door open.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the Knight apologized while hugging the dragonling as if it would make up for her sin of minion incompetence. “I should have stayed with you all the time. Did they cut off your horn?” 
 
    “Yes, and they took my blood too! They tried to seal Uncle in a bottle!”  
 
    The Knight scratched Jolie behind the ear, the way Vainqueur often did; the sight made him envious, although he was too good to show it. “This is just the beginning,” Knight Kia said. “Once a Fomor has its mind on something, it will never stop.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving again?” Jolie asked her minion. 
 
    “No, this time I will stay with you constantly,” Kia said, “At least. until you have enough levels to defend yourself. I will train you until you become a Paladin so unstoppable, that you will eat vampires for dinner.” 
 
    “Good, because if I find out if anyone hurt my niece again on your watch, there will be nothing left of you to breed,” Vainqueur warned the manling, showing his fangs. And he meant it.  
 
    As for the fairies, the dragon could no longer ignore their schemes.  
 
    Now was the time for action. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Sitting on the back of his horse, backed by a legion of clerics, kobolds, and ghouls, Victor glanced at the barricaded house in front of him. It had taken most of the day and the better part of the current night, but this was the last warehouse to raid.  
 
    “Sir, what do we do?” Jules asked, glancing at the shut windows.  
 
    “If she’s not out in five minutes, break the door and launch the attack,” Victor told his troops. “No quarter.” 
 
    Fortunately, the door opened, Savoureuse walking out. A dozen vampires followed her, their hands on the back of their heads. Charlene closed the procession.  
 
    As Savoureuse told them, the Nightblades had already turned her into a vampire. Her skin had turned dead white, her eyes crimson, and her body had slimmed considerably. She looked more attractive and confident, in a predatory kind of way.  
 
    “We’ll find a way to cure you,” Victor promised her, climbing down from his horse while carrying his bazooka. 
 
    “Cure what?” Charlene replied. “My newfound immortality?” 
 
    “You’re not mad about your current situation?” 
 
    “No! Being a vampire is marvelous!” She put her hands on her hips, flaunting her new figure, “I feel so much healthier and stronger! I will have to hide from the sun when I run out of elixirs, but I will stay young forever! I no longer feel tired nor the ache in my back!” 
 
    Victor thought she would feel conflicted about losing her humanity, but she took it awfully well. Good for her. “Good to see you back then.” 
 
    “And let me tell you, things will change,” Charlene replied, her bloody eyes full of authority. “When I find that traitor Croissant, I will suck him dry, and in the way he thought I would.” 
 
    About that… Victor had already planned to decide his fate with his sister after the current enemies of the state dealt with.  
 
    “Where is Emile Lavere?” he asked the prisoners. Lucie’s second-in-command was the last loose end he had to address, and the one he couldn’t allow to let free under any circumstances.  
 
    “We trapped him in his coffin when he refused to surrender,” the assassin replied. “None of us here will fight for a dead woman.” 
 
    “Shoot the coffin with arrows, check the corpse, then cremate it,” Victor ordered Jules, the necromancer entering the house with an escort to do the deed. With Emile gone, they had defanged the guild’s leadership in Murmurin. 
 
    As for the minions… “You have fought the law,” Victor warned them. “Caused us a lot of trouble, sowed chaos, and threatened the emperor’s subjects. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “We surrendered?” a rogue said. “Shouldn’t you be a tiny bit merciful? I mean, Sav got away with it.” 
 
    “Not really,” Savoureuse sighed. 
 
    “I condemned her to five years of community service,” Victor said, and by that, he meant cook duties. “And unlike you, she fully cooperated.” 
 
    “Then we are sorry, and we won’t do it again?” one of the vampires responded bashfully. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re scary sir,” another rogue replied. “And also very handsome!” 
 
    “Phooey, and here I thought you needed a backbone to become a [Assassin] these days,” a new, mocking voice echoed. “I stand corrected.” 
 
    Victor raised his eyes, seeing someone on the roof. 
 
    A birdkin stood atop the house, a humanoid crow with feathers as black as the darkest night, and eyes shining like stars in the dark. He wore a ridiculously extravagant crimson harlequin costume and swung a scythe full of wailing souls. The way he hopped on the roof, he clearly delighted in his coyness; and somehow, watching him felt wrong.  
 
    How did he manage to sneak up on everyone? And why did he look exactly like… like... 
 
    … 
 
    It couldn’t be. 
 
    “Who the Happyland are you?” Victor pointed his rocket launcher at the newcomer.  
 
    “I’m Deathjester,” the birdkin harlequin announced himself with a mock bow, before leaping off the roof and gracefully landing in front of Victor. “God prince of crime. Accept no substitute.” 
 
      
 
    Deathjester 
 
    Deity (guess my type! Bird/Divine!) 
 
    Strengths and weaknesses mean nothing to me; all bend to my will.  
 
    Yes, that’s me, I’m the real deal. The patron god of criminals, troublemakers, tricksters, and birds (because birds are wonderful). I’ve killed every type of creature at least once, even Mithras at one time. I could give you the gory details, but that would make for an entire black comedy novel.  
 
      
 
    Fffffffffff…. 
 
    “That’s the real one,” Victor muttered in shock. “That’s Deathjester!” 
 
    The entire minion regiment pointed their weapons at the birdkin, while the Nightblades, including Savoureuse, instantly bowed before their patron deity. “God!” they chanted in respect.  
 
    Deathjester responded to the display of force by raising a talon, transforming every spear and arquebuse aimed at him into feathers, much to the kobolds’ surprise. “Now, you all know my history with the law,” the crime god said. “But I come in peace. Honest.” 
 
    Victor didn’t know how to react. He had grown unimpressed with the gods, but this one was murder incarnate, and Evil with a capital E.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you, you are too kind,” the deity responded with vanity, clapping his hands, “As implausible it may sound, I’m not here to kill anyone. In fact, I came to give you my blessing… and ask you to spare my followers, even if I’m a bit ashamed of their cowardice.” 
 
    “You’re… applauding me?” Somehow, it felt shameful.  
 
    “Victor, Vic, I’m the friend of all those who walk the path of chaos,” the deity said, patting him on the back, much to everyone’s silent astonishment. “Ever since you try to steal that silver rapier from Vainqueur’s hoard, Outremonde has been thrown into an era of change and confusion. You and that dragon are walking disasters, and I love, love it. Right now, you’re my favorite troublemaker. I’ve even decided to give you a sweet reward.” 
 
    Light shone on Victor’s left shoulder, through the armor’s chinks. He supposed the crow deity’s symbol had appeared on his skin. 
 
      
 
    You earned the [Claimed by Deathjester] Personal Perk! 
 
    [Claimed by Deathjester]: When you level up, you have an additional 10 percent chance to gain a Skill or Charisma point. You can falsify your Karma as you wish, and your lies cannot be identified by any magic.  
 
      
 
    “That should take care of your angel problem,” said the deity, clearly expecting Victor to commit insurance fraud.  
 
    “You know Shesha already claimed me?” Victor pointed out. “Shouldn’t you cancel one another?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, our portfolios have many gray areas,” the deity replied. “Like drugs or prostitution.” 
 
    Having been claimed by four deities, Victor wondered if he should catch them all.  
 
    “Eh, don’t expect any ‘goodish’ deity to look on kindly to you,” Deathjester said, confirming that he could read the Vizier’s mind. “Except maybe Seng or Cybele, since you’re easy as they come.” 
 
    “Hey, what does that mean?” Did they consider him a manwhore upstairs?  
 
    “Not just upstairs,” Deathjester shrugged. “Now, I have an offer for you.” 
 
    “An offer you can’t refuse, or an offer-offer?” Victor asked, doubtful.  
 
    “I had something fresh with the Nightblades, and with Lil’ Lucie gone, the organization will fall into disarray,” the harlequin replied while ignoring the question. “And while I’m all for eras of strife, it will make the law-loving Mithras happy, and his pleasure is my unhappiness. I also believe you have great potential as a villain, and not only because you followed one seminar.” 
 
    “You want me to take over the Nightblades?” the Grand Vizier guessed.  
 
    “Yes, but only if you spare my lovely assassins,” the deity confirmed. “Someone has to care for the dregs and outcasts of the world. So. Do you want to become the Napoleon of crime, Vic?” 
 
    Frankly, if he had asked months ago when Savoureuse offered him control of a chapter, he would have refused. 
 
    But now, Victor wasn’t sure what to make of it. Controlling the Nightblades would help repurpose their vast resources to serve his and Vainqueur’s interests, instead of the fomors’. He could reform the organization to make it something more productive than terrorists for hire. On the other hand… his karma would take another hit. 
 
    “I don’t really feel like a villain, or someone walking the path of chaos, as you say,” the Vizier argued. “If anything, I’m the main reason why this country is semi-functional.” 
 
    “You’re in league with Happyland, you lead a nation of monsters, made necromancy a state-sponsored trade, you’ve ruthlessly hunted your own kind to protect a dragon… should I go on?” 
 
    “I did most of that for Vainqueur. I owe him my life.” 
 
    “You didn’t resist very hard even though he listens to you, and keyword is most. You’re the one who allowed fiends to operate there, without Vainqueur’s input. You’re not evil, because only angels believe in absolutes, but you’re not hero material either. Face it, Vic, deep down, you’re a hoodlum; if the kind with vision and virtues.” 
 
    “That’s a nice sales pitch,” Victor deadpanned. “What next, ‘join the dark side and get cookies’?” 
 
    “That’s the thing you don’t get yet: there are no sides, just whatever you want,” Deathjester shrugged. “So? Deal?” 
 
    Victor considered the deity’s words until the answer became obvious. “I accept.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” the god replied, before sliding a talon beneath his harlequin hat, and bringing out a letter. “Also, if one day you wish to go beyond a mere seminar and further your education in overlordship, my pals and I have a whole curriculum for aspiring social climbers. Here’s your invitation.” 
 
    Victor snatched the letter and examining it. The seal on the back represented a black lightning bolt, and someone had written the word ‘Scholomance’ on the other side.  
 
    “Remember, Vic,” Deathjester said, beginning to ascend to the skies through a pillar of light. “Lie all the time, cheat, steal, and screw paladins! That’s the purpose of life!”  
 
    “Screw in what way?” Victor deadpanned.  
 
    “That’s the spirit, my boi!” 
 
    And then the deity vanished before everyone’s astonished eyes.   
 
      
 
    Congratulations! For dismantling the Murmurin branch of the Nightblades through cleverness and cunning, reaping souls until you had your fill, and rescuing your master on horseback, you earned three levels in [Grand Vizier], two levels in [Reaper], one level in [Assassin] and one level in [Chaos Rider]. 
 
    You earned the [Forktongued], [Envious], and [Soulmaster IV] Class Perks.  
 
    +180 HP, +40 SP, +5 STR, +2 VIT, +10 SKI, +5 AGI, +5 INT, +8 CHA, +7 LCK. 
 
    [Forktongued]: You gain a +5 bonus on Charisma checks when you tell lies.  
 
    [Envious]: technique, you can steal one positive ailment (such as Regen or Physical Ward) from an enemy or ally and apply it to yourself. 
 
    [Soulmaster IV]: Your knowledge of souls has opened you more paths to power than necromancy alone. You can now learn and use [Necromancy], [Rituals], and [Diabolism] spells up to Tier IV. Reaper levels now count as Caster levels for the purpose of class restrictions. This replaces [Necromancy III].  
 
    Congratulations! By gaining enough levels into specific classes, being chosen as the head of a criminal syndicate, and receiving the blessing of the god of crime, you can now combine [Assassin] and [Grand Vizier] into the prestigious [Moriarty] class. 
 
    [Moriarty]: An emperor of crime, a diabolical mastermind manipulating entire countries from the shadows. Specialties: Leadership, Illusions, Stealth, Small Weapons. Major growths in Skill, Intelligence, and Charisma. Perks affected: [Is-No-Good], [Blade Stinger], [Forktongued].  
 
      
 
    Well. He had work to do.  
 
   
 
      
 
    At the first hour after dawn, Vainqueur had summoned almost all of his minions at the central square, to address the population. 
 
    For things would change. 
 
    Vainqueur observed the inhabitants of his city, who had all gathered to listen to his wise words, from the lowest slime to the tallest dwarf. He could smell their worries, their fear. They had had terrible nights and seen Manling Victor’s own home go down in flames. They wanted reassurance.  
 
    They would have their fill; and more.  
 
    “Citizens of Murmurin,” Vainqueur cleared his throat, to begin his speech. “Long you have feared the night. For days, vampire insurgents led by Lavere the Bat have waged war against our city. They have burned your houses, slaughtered my cattle, corrupted the hearts of old minions, and threatened even what I cherish most. The rebels have cowardly hidden in shadows, trying to divide you through fear, and mistrust.” 
 
    His eyes settled on Malfy the Fiend and Miel the Angel. The former remained in a wheelchair, although he had recovered a little; the latter had had her identity cleared up, thanks to Vainqueur’s own genius and Repentant Savoureuse’s testimony. But now, both stood united against the true enemy.  
 
    “But this is over!” the dragon rejoiced, raising his left hand and clenching it. “The bat leader is dead by my flames, crushed like the vermin she was! As I speak, my forces, under the leadership of my Grand Vizier, are crushing the last pockets of resistance! For as long as you remain under my wing, all will fall before the Empire’s might!” 
 
    The crowd immediately reacted with joy, enthusiasm… but all of it subdued. While the most zealous of his minions clapped, as usual, most whispered between themselves, still worried that these attacks were but the beginning of another threat. The tension remained palpable.  
 
    Vainqueur decided to relieve it, by handing out honors to the minions he felt deserved them. “Kobold Rangers, take a step forward.” 
 
    His oldest, most prized minions after Manling Victor gathered before him, bowing in line. They had covered themselves with glory in the darkest night, and today, he shall reward them. 
 
    “When I found you, you were but kobolds,” Vainqueur said. “Yet I immediately saw past your cuteness, to see the seeds of true minionship slumbering within, ready to be unleashed. Now, you have grown in power, becoming the elite of my lackeys. You are everything a master could want from his servants.” 
 
    His minions shivered at his praise, bowing so deep that the dragon worried that they may break their backs.  
 
    “As a reward for your long and dutiful service, I promote you to Knights of Vainqueur, and Defenders of the Niece,” Vainqueur declared. “Thou shall protect and guard one of my greatest joys, after my hoard: my beautiful niece, Jolie. You shall defend her as you defended my gold, and prevail where Knight Kia proved herself lacking.”  
 
    “Your Majesty honors us,” Red spoke for the entire team, all of them had tears in their eyes; although it must have been water condensation for the undead ones. “And we shall bring glory to you in return!” 
 
    “I know, minions. Now, kiss my ring.” Vainqueur offered them his hand, which they all embraced; the dragon quickly moved on to the hero of the day. “Allison the Dryad, step forward.” 
 
    The dryad sheepishly approached.  
 
    “Once I disdained you, for I did not consider you minion material.” Too skinny, and he could not eat Rolo. In time, he had come to appreciate the golem’s ability to supply him with food, enough to forgive this. “You have proven yourself worthy of my trust.” 
 
    “Uh…” the plantkin didn’t find her words, too intimidated by the honor. “Okay…” 
 
    “For your deeds against the insurgents, I now make you my new wizardry teacher. You shall assist Manling Victor in making me even more powerful.” 
 
    “So… keep doing what I’ve been doing already?” 
 
    “Yes, but now your contribution is recognized,” Vainqueur said, showcasing his generosity. “Now kiss my ring.” 
 
    “However, citizens, as a good dragon, I shall always tell the truth. The vampire insurgents were but the first wave of a much older threat. The fairies.” 
 
    “Fairies?” “The Fomors?” “They’re back?!” 
 
    Vainqueur listened to the whispers of his lackeys, finding out that they feared his old rivals, as much as they respected dragons. Their ancestors had died at the hands of these creatures or toiled as slaves when dragonkind allowed them to run free.  
 
    “This time, however, they have gone too far. They spit at a volcano.” 
 
    To punctuate his declaration, Vainqueur let out a stream of fire at the skies, instantly cowing and silencing his adoring fans.  
 
    “Minions, the fairies declared war on me,” Vainqueur declared, smoke coming out of his nostrils. “By freeing the Goldslayer Furibon from the seal which kept his evil contained, attacking my minions, and threatening my niece, they broke the dragon-fomor peace, which has held since the morning of the world. If they have forgotten who won the first war, I shall remind them in the second.”  
 
    The great dragon proudly extended his wings, so all his minions could bask in his full majesty.  
 
    “For I, Vainqueur Knightsbane, First of His Name, Great Calamity of the Age, Defender of the Hoard, Greatest Gladiator, Genius Presidente, and Emperor of Murmurin, Ishfania, and the Albain Mountains, declare war back on the fomors!” 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! 
 
      
 
    His servants raised their hands in bloodthirsty acclaim, eager for revenge. “War!” they shouted all at once, their screams becoming deafening, “War! War! War!” 
 
    “The Mell clan, who has opposed me since my awakening, shall learn its place! There shall be no place in this world where they will feel safe from my wrath! I will burn their lairs to the ground, empty their pens of cattle, and claim their wealth as mine!”  
 
    Vainqueur waved his hand in a dramatic fashion. “As the first measure, I hereby order the creation of the Vainqueur Watch for Thorough Fairy Destruction; an institution dedicated to finding new and creative ways to deal with the fomor problem! I invite any creature, dragons, minions, manlings, even elves, willing to fight the good fight to join this golden crusade!” 
 
    None applauded this decision more than the dwarves; they had eagerly welcomed his orders to prepare for the return of Furibon, and could not wait to test their weapons on new targets. 
 
    “As my second measure, it is time for the country to live up to my reputation,” Vainqueur said. “All of my minions will train and be equipped, so that one day, very soon, we shall take the fight to the fairies, instead of letting them invade us again! I shall expand this empire beyond this city, into the island of Prydain, and the dark forests where the fomors lurk! Under my wings, we shall prevail!” 
 
    As his citizens applauded the declaration, Vainqueur abandoned himself to his imagination, thinking about the future. He already salivated at the thought of the vast treasures which the fomors would surely drop. 
 
    He had much work to do; for even if other dragons may join him in his crusade, the fairies were vicious. They had crafted golems that could challenge even him. They had modernized, as he did when he embraced the dragon System. 
 
    He would have to modernize his empire too. While the growth of his hoard remained his priority, he would ensure that his empire grew stronger under his rule. While he had been content to let Manling Victor handle minion affairs, he would deign to provide direct guidance, until his dominion had grown tenfold. 
 
    And one day, very soon… 
 
    He would conquer even the Moon! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    30: Interlude: Buzz's Jelly Adventures 
 
    ●                       “The Moon Disaster,” by Pink Ranger, opening crawl. 
 
    This is a tempestuous time for the V&V Empire. The good Emperor Vainqueur, wealthy may he grow, triumphed over the Legions of Thieves who would threaten his hoard. The path to the stars is open! 
 
    Among the scraps of destroyed arrows of metal, the courageous Buzz Jelly prepares to board a ship to the Mooooon! Its mission: to claim the new planet in the name of the empire and greed! Much gold awaits in the far reaches of space, but so do dangers! 
 
    Before a crowd of Moon Men cultists, Buzz Jelly received the blessings and buffs of their prophet (and the Emperor’s secret true love), Lord Victor, first among the minions. His Majesty Vainqueur himself wished the young slime luck, as it hopped to board the 'Sword Rocket.'  
 
    But none could foresee the tragedy, that would become forever known, as the ‘Moon Disaster.’  
 
   
 
      
 
    The Moooon... 
 
    Buzz Jelly looked up at the night sky, where the object of its dreams glittered true. A mighty sword of metal, the biggest Buzz had ever seen, pointed at the aster, ready to pierce the planet with its sharp pointiness. Enormous dwarves had opened its belly, into which Buzz would hop, with its adoptive spawner ready to give the stuntman a last hug.  
 
    “Young!” Vainqueur Junior, or ‘Excalidad’ as its protégées nicknamed it, protested. While it had agreed to let Buzz pursue its dreams, now that the fateful day had arrived... “Young!” 
 
    “Sword rocket,” Buzz reassured its adoptive spawner, by reminding it of the absolute superiority of swords over all other shapes. Lord Victor also had every buff possible cast on the slime, to ensure the mission's success. 
 
    “Sword rocket,” Excalidad conceded, although still worried. “Far!” 
 
    “Return!” Buzz promised, before passionately reaffirming the pursuit of its passion. “Dream!” 
 
    Convinced by the faultless rhetoric, Excalidad nuzzled against Buzz and wished it luck.  
 
    “Let us do a final rundown,” Buzz’s trainer, the dwarf Marbré, briefed it alongside the engineers. “We only have enough powerstones for a one-way trip. To hasten the date of the launch and give hope back to the people after the insurgency, we have stripped the ship of any non-essential part. Seats, air, food…” 
 
    “Anything other than a slime or ghost wouldn’t survive the journey,” an engineer  said, which Buzz took as praise. “You alone can survive the acceleration, the vacuum of space, and the lack of coating.” 
 
    “I remind you that your craft is safe, for you have a chance to survive it,” Marbré added. “You, slime, are a true soldier of the Averagist Revolution. You can make it. You can export the revolution to the stars.” 
 
    “Stars!” Buzz agreed, although it privately didn’t agree with the cause. All that mattered to the slime, was to fulfill its dream and serve its country.  
 
    “Your role is twofold. First, you must survive all the way to the crash. Second, you must push the red button in your cabin, so our [Warp Projector] can open a gate between our two worlds. We will immediately move to reinforce the portal and ensure a permanent gateway between Murmurin, and the Moon.” 
 
    “Push!” Buzz repeated. “Button!” 
 
    “Remember your training,” the immense dwarf told the jelly, reminding him of the countless times ‘invisible vampiro-capitalist insurgents’ tried to sabotage the mission by blowing up prototypes. “Survive, and push the button!” 
 
    The jelly hopped in response, before turning one last time to see the crowd of legged creatures who would witness the launch. It recognized the giant among giants, the great Vainqueur Knightsbane, and the Grand Vizier Victor, who had always believed in the slime. Its heroes! 
 
    “Believe!” Buzz, fueled by passion, delivered the most verbose speech known to slimekind. “Dream! True! Work! Fly! Moon moon! Sword! Heavens!” 
 
    The speech led to much controversy amongst the audience, however.   
 
    “Did the chosen jelly say heavens? Is it a political statement?” 
 
    “It’s an angel product placement!”  
 
    “Moooooooooooon!” 
 
    Buzz turned back and hopped inside the Sword Rocket. The metal door closed behind it, sealing the jelly inside a cabin full of steel gears, tin pipes, and other machine stuff; the big, rounded red button awaited its touch on a wall. Only a glass window allowed the stuntslime to see the outside world.   
 
    The dwarves, as eager as Buzz to pierce the heavens themselves, immediately initiated the launch. The slime shook in trepidation, awaiting the fateful moment.  
 
    And then… 
 
    KABOOOOOM!!! 
 
    Pushed by a mix of fire and gravity powerstones, the Sword Rocket flew straight to the skies at extreme speed. The sheer, overwhelming pressure flattened Buzz like a puddle on the ground.  
 
    Almost immediately, as the craft reached past the clouds, one of the pipes broke, shoddy bolts erupting in all directions. Steam entered the cabin, threatening to heat up the entire craft!  
 
    Having grown used to botched dwarfwork, Buzz instantly moved to action. The slime twisted its body into the shape of a pipe and replaced the metal one. The steam burnt it, making its sliminess boil! 
 
      
 
    You are taking medium [Fire] damage! [Auto-Regen] activated! 
 
      
 
    The heat hurt, but Buzz endured the pain. It had the HP, it had the will! 
 
    For long, painful minutes, the slime held on to the ship, even as it shook and threatened to shatter like all the others before.  
 
    At long last, when the blue outside started turning black, the steam lessened, the fire powerstones exhausted. Buzz quickly caught the metal pipe flying in the cabin, hopped it back in place, and did the same with the screws. It did well even without hands, thanks to its sliminess, but a tiny bit of steam still escaped into the cabin.  
 
    But it gave Buzz enough respite to slam its body against the window, so it could fully see! 
 
    … 
 
    Beautiful! 
 
    The giant blue slime, which the legged called the ocean, covered almost the entire world! It must have eaten the other continents! Murmurin had become a large speck of sand surrounded by seas, and the jelly marveled at the perfect roundedness of the world.  
 
    The slime could see the mythical island of Atlantis between its home and the edge of another massive continent. It noticed other wonders: islands floating in the skies, anchored by beans to the earth; a tree taller than mountains; a giant sleeping under the ocean; even a smaller, black moon orbiting around the world, hidden from view by dark clouds!  
 
    After a quick ascent, the craft slowed down, entering space. Buzz could finally gaze at the stars, these shining, maddening light floating in the dark.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! By being the first slime to reach into space, you earned ten levels in the ultra-prestigious [Cosmonaut] class! You earned the [Starshotted], [Blue Ozone], [SpaceZ], [V-Galactic], and [Eldritch Probe] Class perks! 
 
    +600 HP,  +50 SP, +8 STR, +10 VIT, +7 SKI, +6 AGI, +10 INT, +1 CHA, +8 LCK. 
 
     [Starshotted] : You take only half damage from  [Physical]  effects; this reduction applies before factoring your natural or magical resistances. You gain Advanced Proficiency at piloting any space-faring vehicle.  
 
     [Blue Ozone] : You can survive in the vacuum of space as if it’s your native atmosphere. You no longer need to breathe, and you gain resistance to  [Fire]  and  [Frost] .  
 
     [SpaceZ] : Technique, 40 SP. You can accelerate your body to turn yourself into a deadly projectile, but you cannot stop by yourself after launch. Upon stopping, you recover a third of your total HP.  
 
     [V-Galactic] : You can see perfectly in darkness, and teleport to any planet, natural satellite, or asteroid which you already visited; you will always be teleported at the area where you made your first landfall.  
 
     [Eldritch Probe] : Spell, half your SP. You can call upon cosmic powers to summon an Eldritch Probe (Artificial/Eldritch) whose HP is equal to the SP you sacrificed. The creature obeys your orders but also serves as a beacon for eldritch old ones. 
 
    Warning: You have reached the 30 level threshold. You will not longer be able to take new levels until you find a [Crest].  
 
      
 
    Buzz Jelly ignored the notification, mesmerized by the sightseeing.  
 
    Then the sword rocket shook, having hit something.  
 
    Buzz’s eyes peeked at the edge of the window, where a monster came into view.  
 
    The creature was unlike anything Buzz had seen on the rounded world: a pinkish, fungo-crustacean anomaly with a head covered with antennae. While it had batlike wings, it mostly hanged to the craft’s surface thanks to countless paired appendages wriggling beneath its body. It then watched through the windows, its alien mind making telepathic contact with the young Buzz.  
 
    “Look at that!” the creature thought-spoke in R’leyhan, the language Buzz had learned to speak with the moonlanders. “An immigrant!” 
 
    “Moon sword rocket!” Buzz mentally argued while hopping back into the cabin, surprising itself by its ability to make three words sentences. It then remembered that its intelligence had grown by ten points! “Empire peace money!” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, I know your kind! You’re a dirty carbon-based foreigner intruding in our space! You play innocent, but the second I stop watching, you will molest our squids and play trumpets on our asteroids!” 
 
    “Air no sound!” Buzz pointed out that there couldn’t be any music in space since it lacked an atmosphere. 
 
    “I’m just saying if you carbon creatures were good for anything, why do you need an opposite-sex mate to reproduce? Instead of face-hugging an inferior lifeform so it carries your egg?” The creature peeked through the reinforced glass and noticed the red button. “What is this, some kind of carbon egg sack?” 
 
    Buzz panicked, recognizing a threat to the mission. “NO TOUCHING BUTTON!”  
 
    The eldritch alien shrieked back and unleashed a blast of pure psychic energy, shattering the glass and throwing Buzz against a wall. “[Brain Jammer]! 
 
    The creature assaulted Buzz through their telepathic link, invading the young slime’s mind with terrifying visions of eldritch horrors beyond the stars. Of great, forgotten gods with tentacles and mouths and eyes! 
 
    Eyes… 
 
    Eye treasures!  
 
    Buzz immediately hopped at one of the horror’s eyes… 
 
    And ate it!  
 
      
 
    [Madness] ailment negated! 
 
      
 
    The vision collapsed, returning Buzz to reality; that of chewing the alien’s head.  
 
    “That dirty foreigner bit me!” the alien complained, managing to throw Buzz off its ‘face.’ What little oxygen remained inside the cabin had left, alongside gravity. The slime managed to land on a wall, before exploiting the momentum to throw itself back at the invader.  
 
    “Eye treasure tasty!” Buzz roared like a lion, before attempting to slim-slam the enemy again.  
 
      
 
    No damage! 
 
      
 
    But the alien beast, being bigger, simply swept Buzz aside, before trying to invade the cabin. The enemy approached the button with one of its appendages, threatening to end the mission.  
 
    The thought of failing its country spurned the young slime’s warrior spirit. Buzz hopped the damaged pipe, and knocked it out; then, shaping its slimy body, it redirected the focused steam at the alien. The beast screamed in pain, as the jelly sprayed the heated gas at its antennae. 
 
    Buzz then closed the pipe with its body, letting pressure build-up and reach a boiling point.  
 
    “FOR EMPIRE!”  
 
    An explosion of steam threw the young slime at his foe like a cannonball, forcefully ejecting it from the cabin with a brutal collision. Buzz repeatedly bounced back into the cabin, shattering some gears, while the invader flew across space, distanced by the Sword Rocket.  
 
    Managing to glue itself to the craft’s wall, even without gravity, the young cosmonaut glanced through the destroyed window, to see the Mooooooooon with its own eyes.  
 
    It was almost as beautiful as it imagined; even if on a closer look, it seemed less silvery and more of a dull grey. The slime noticed sprawling cities of black spires and lakes of noxious tar on the surface, which the outrelanders had mistaken for spots. Tentacles sprung from craters where the dark side of the Mooooon began, wriggling in a maddened dance and spreading purple clouds to the bright side.  
 
    In short, it was the perfect place where to settle a colony! 
 
    However, as expected, the Moooooon had an atmosphere; which meant a hard crash.  
 
    Worse, the alien had pierced through the coating! Buzz had to protect the cabin, or the entry might damage the button! 
 
    Stretching its body, Buzz covered the hole made by the broken windows, gluing itself to the craft’s metal as it entered the Moooon’s atmosphere. The ship ignited, burning the surface of the slime’s jellyskin. 
 
      
 
    You are taking heavy [Fire] damage! 
 
    Warning: You have lost one-quarter of your HP. 
 
      
 
    The pain was unbearable, but Buzz wouldn’t let go. No flame would enter the shuttle, so long as it lived! 
 
      
 
    Warning: You have fallen below half your HP! 
 
      
 
    In spite of everything, Buzz drew into the last of its willpower to hang on to the craft, closing its eyes. It had to live… to land on the Mooooon and look up at its homeworld… with patriotic pride!  
 
      
 
    Critical health!  
 
      
 
    The thought of its adoptive spawner waiting for its return flashed in the slime’s young mind, as the Sword Rocket crashed on the Mooooon’s surface. The craft shook, the fires extinguished by a storm of grey sand until the craft slowed down.  
 
    When at long last Buzz opened its eyes again, the ship had broken in half, but the cabin—and the button—remained intact. Two tentacled white beast watched the young slime from the grey shores of a tar lake.  
 
    As Buzz landed on the sand, already recovering from its burns, it thought: what a small hop for a slime.  
 
    But such a great leap… for the Empire! 
 
      
 
    You entered the [Outremoon] Field! Traits: [Low-gravity], [Cold Atmosphere], [Hallucinatory Terrain], [Nocturnal].  
 
    [Abomination], [Alien], [Eldritch] and [Insect] types will have their stats increased by one stage, while [Frost], [Darkness], [Gravity], [Psychic], [Unholy], and [Eldritch] effects will have their effects strengthened. [Moon] and [Madness] effects will be greatly strengthened.  
 
    Divine-classes associated with the Moon Man or possessors of the [Claimed by the Moon Man] Perk are immune to all negative effects of the Field and gain +5 on all checks.  
 
      
 
    “It survived?” the first squid asked in R’leyhan.  
 
    “You owe me twenty-thousand seashells,” the other creature replied to its grumbling companion. “I am Thul-Gathar, chosen slime. Welcome to the Moooooon!” 
 
    “Moooooon!”  
 
      
 
    For becoming the first carbon-based being of Outremonde to reach the moon against all odds, you earned a [Heroic Crest].  
 
      
 
    Buzz glanced up, seeing a rainbowy, shiny treasure descend from the sky. The slime observed it, but a quick glance disappointed the young adventurer.  
 
    Not swordy enough. 
 
    The cosmonaut decided to offer the treasure to Excalidad as a souvenir and then jumped back into the sword rocket’s wreckage to do its patriotic duty.  
 
    The mission was not over. 
 
    Buzz hopped and smashed the big red button.  
 
   
 
      
 
    When the rift in space opened, Vainqueur could barely contain his joy. The entire crowd had turned speechless, their heart overtaken by religious silence. Finally, after an agonizingly long minute, a white squid and the jelly hoped out of the gate, carrying a strange Crest.  
 
    The seafood appraised the minions, waved a tentacle at Manling Victor, and then addressed the audience. “We come in peace, gametes!” the squid declared in its kind’s primitive language. “The will of our father has been done!” 
 
    Manling Victor’s zealous minions let out a shout of joy and relief, although they probably didn’t understand the language.  
 
    “Suck my tentacle!” the squid added, the cultists shouting as happily as before. The creature let out a sound which Vainqueur took for a sigh. “Love thy flock, they said...” 
 
    “Is there air on your Moon?” Manling Victor asked, more excited than Vainqueur had ever seen him. “There isn’t any on mine.” 
 
    “Ah, it is true that you gametes need oxygen to live,” the squid said, “We have an atmosphere where your kind can survive. Do not eat the food though, unless you want a third leg.” 
 
    “Then me first!” Manling Victor immediately crossed the gate. 
 
    “Finally, a new world free of dragons, but full of quests and adventures!” Vainqueur rejoiced, taking steps to cross the portal himself.  
 
    Only for his lackey to step out, his skin drained of all colors, his expression torn between panic and shock. “Your Majesty, no!” he pleaded to his master. “Don’t cross it!” 
 
    What? Why? “I wish to see the planet moon with my own eyes, minion.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, if you… if you see what’s beyond… you will never come back from it!” 
 
    Oh? Was the moon made of gold? Vainqueur immediately leaped through the portal, overtaken by greed.  
 
    He slowly landed on the other side, his claws sinking in a desert of dull gray sand. The sky was dark as the grimmest darkness, Outremonde a blue sun above his head. The air smelled of dreadful, terrible scents. Vainqueur felt an overwhelming sense of dread, his intuition telling him that he had stepped into a place where no dragon should tread.  
 
    Why? Why did his dragon survival instinct went into overdrive? What could possibly threaten him? A worm biting his ankle? He looked down to check the ground.  
 
    The ground... 
 
    Vainqueur’s voice died in his throat, as he recognized the substance his legs had sunk into.  
 
    Lead. 
 
    Lead everywhere! 
 
    Vainqueur frantically glanced around himself, witnessing whole mountains made of the cursed metal surrounding him. The terrible, mad revelation dawned on him, an ancient cosmic truth blasted unto his naive mind.  
 
    The Moon… 
 
    The Moon was made of lead! 
 
      
 
    Vitality check failed! 
 
      
 
    Vainqueur felt tremendous pain in his chest, right at his heart’s location. For the first time in his long life, the dragon struggled to breathe. “Min… minion…” He managed to sputter before his limbs gave out. 
 
    The emperor collapsed onto the lead, on the verge of death.  
 
   
 
      
 
    Murmurin almost lost its beloved ruler that black day. The good Emperor Vainqueur, who had triumphed over countless foes, was brought low by a stroke; his kind heart broken by the terrible cosmic truth.  
 
    Only the good thinking of Grand Vizier Victor, and the efforts of the loyal minions, saved the Emperor from death. They carried the great dragon to the one place that could save his life: his hoard. For hours they showered him with gold and gems until at long last, the great dragon’s heart beat again. One minute too late, and Murmurin would have lost its beloved master.  
 
    “Minion…” were the good Emperor’s first words, upon awakening.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” Handsome Victor asked his beloved master, his voice full of concern.  
 
    “The planet Moon cannot sustain dragon life...” the good Emperor lamented. His dream to fulfill quests in space had ended, shattered forever.  
 
    For we often look up to the skies, hoping for gold. 
 
    But sometimes, there is only lead.  
 
      
 
   
  
 


 31: Epilogue 
 
    “Weedgardium Leviosa!” 
 
    Wearing a wizard’s hat, Vainqueur unleashed his hoard-shattering magic, to bring back life to a barren land with a swipe of the hand. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    The dragon let out a frustrated snarl, punching the fields with his fists. The golem farmer laboring them with a plow stopped to complain, “Yer Majesty, you’re damaging Rolo’s cultures!”  
 
    “Then tell magic to be less difficult!” Vainqueur replied, throwing away the wizard hat in frustration. It had done nothing to help! 
 
    The dragon would have rather flown all the way to the Dark Forest and burn it to the ground, but first, he had to fulfill his bet with Icefang. He needed to farm as much gold as possible before Halloween, so he could put his rival in his place. Afterward, the fairies would learn the pecking order as well. 
 
    “Minion, I have learned that by looking to the stars, we lose sight of what matters closer to us,” Vainqueur ranted, more for the pleasure of listening to his own perfect voice than his audience’s sake. “Also I believe the Moon must be destroyed.” 
 
    “Rolo agrees,” the golem answered, before adding a tiny bit of [Farmer] wisdom. “Better to labor the earth under one’s feet, than hope for greener pastures in space.” 
 
    “Which is why instead of pursuing quests on the Moon, I will turn to other continents instead!” Vainqueur agreed, his dragon spirit ignited.  His favorite minion had told him about exploration fleets to discover new lands, full of treasures, items, and new levels to claim. “If even manlings turn to the sea in search of new lands, then V&V shall lead the way! Also, I believe the Moon must be destroyed.” 
 
    Against his better judgment, the dragon could not resist the urge to gaze at the skies, glimpsing the shadowy roundness of the evil planet Moon above him.  
 
    The dreadful feeling of invisible hands crawling on his back overwhelmed Vainqueur, as terrible nightmares flared to life in his mind; the very sight of the cursed aster brought back flashbacks of his near-death experience. He felt his very heartbeat accelerate. His breathing grew shorter. The shadow of lead put its frosty fingers around his imperial neck to squeeze it. 
 
    With an act of extreme willpower, Vainqueur managed to turn his eyes away from the the Moon, but his wandering mind could not escape the horrors he had foreseen there.  
 
    Channeling all his pain and sadness and frustration, the dragon poured all his feelings in a final spell, extending his hands in a dramatic fashion. “Weedgardium Leviosa!” 
 
    And for the first time since he began practicing the ancient art of wizardry, the earth shook on its own, without the dragon having to beat it first. Fueled by his boundless power, a small seed pierced through the earth, revealing a small beanstalk growing.  
 
    “I did it!” Vainqueur gloated, although slightly vexed the beanstalk didn’t turn golden. “I did it! I am a wizard!” 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! By finally casting an earth-shattering spell after weeks of unrelenting training, you earned a level in [Geomancer]! You earned the [Geomancy] Class Perk! 
 
    +20 SP, +1 INT, +1 LCK! 
 
    [Geomancy]: Spell, 0 SP. You unleash a powerful magic effect whose effects are based on current Field and Weather.  
 
      
 
    Not even the disappointing stat gains could destroy Vainqueur’s mood.  
 
    “Yer Majesty made a bean grow!” Rolo the golem rejoiced at the sight of his emperor's awesomeness.  
 
    “I promise you, tinfoil farmer,” Vainqueur said. “When I am done, my whole empire will be covered in beans!” 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Apologize?” Croissant glared at Victor, chained in his cell. His sister stood next to the Vizier, a basket full of meat in hands.  
 
    “Look, I admit I treated you like crap,” Victor said. “Although I only did so because you treated me like crap first.” 
 
    “So the two cancel out one another?” Chocolatine asked, hopeful. A regime of healing spells had allowed her to regain her cheery disposition.  
 
    “No,” Victor replied, focusing back on Croissant. “You still cooperated with the enemy, and Vainqueur will eat you if he has his way. So I’m offering you a way out: you disappear from Murmurin. Forever.” 
 
    The male werewolf glared at him. “You will dump me on a deserted island or something?” 
 
    “We are starting a new colony, and we need settlers.” Non-crazy cultists at least. “I can send you there, and although you will be prevented from returning to the mainland. So long as you never show your face again, I will do my best to forget you exist and so will Vainqueur, who anyway will never visit that colony, ever. You can start your life anew, and we’ll be sure you won’t run off to the enemy.” 
 
    Honestly, while he understood Croissant’s motives, his sister was the only reason he felt merciful towards him. Had Chocolatine not talked him out of it, he would have sent him to the mines alongside the other Nightblades.  
 
    “And I will be able to visit you every weekend!” Chocolatine continued. “I will bring you baskets and sheeps!” 
 
    Croissant considered the offer. It was a very generous deal considering his treason, so he worried about a trap of some kind. “Where will you send me?” 
 
    “The Moon,” Victor answered. 
 
    Croissant chuckled, albeit without mirth. “Good one.” 
 
    “The Mooooooooon,” Chocolatine confirmed. “We have a portal to it!” 
 
    Poor Croissant remained in denial about his terrible fate. “No seriously, where?” 
 
    “You leave tomorrow, Croissant,” Victor replied, leaving the cell alongside Chocolatine. Considering he would spend years alongside Moon Men cultists and their tentacled patrons, the Vizier briefly wondered if killing Croissant would have been a kinder fate.  
 
    “Thanks for sparing him, Vic,” Chocolatine told him after he closed the door behind them, before giving him a cute wink. “I know my brother can be frustrating sometimes, but he has a good side too. I’m sure he will learn!” 
 
    The Vizier doubted it, although he kept his true thoughts quiet.  
 
    “You’re holding up?” Victor asked her, concerned for her health. Especially since she suffered from her wounds trying to defend him.  
 
    “Allison patched me good,” the she-wolf replied. “But I wouldn’t mind a thorough examination!” 
 
    She approached to kiss him, but the courageous Vizier took a quick step back. “About that…” Victor struggled to find his words without ending up tied in a corner, while she looked at him with puzzled eyes. “You are… rather extreme…” 
 
    “You mean I have an overactive imagination?” 
 
    “And I… I actually like my bachelor lifestyle. Even if I like you a lot more than I thought I would… I don’t want to settle down with anybody yet… maybe one day, but not yet.” 
 
    There, he said it.  
 
    “Oh, me too!” 
 
    “So please, don’t murder any—” Victor froze. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’m young and beautiful!” Chocolatine replied with a smile. “Why would I want to settle with my first crush? What I want is passion, torment, excitement, explosions!” 
 
    She began to take her crazy face again, which weirded Victor out. He simply could not figure her out. “If you didn’t want to settle for life with me, why were so implacable then?” 
 
    “Because you never stopped looking past our friendship!” Chocolatine replied, having naively misinterpreted things. “I was sexually starved because my brother wouldn’t let any boy near me, and when I saw you brimming with authority, I could not resist! There are so many things I want to try, like the whip-knife combo!” 
 
    “I would rather avoid that part,” Victor said, mindful of his health and sanity.  
 
    “But I get very jealous and clingy if I am frustrated!” Chocolatine complained.  
 
    So either he submitted to her insane appetite and she wouldn’t get jealous, or he didn’t, but the obsession cycle would repeat all over again. Victor had parked his car in the forbidden lot, and now he had to live with the fine. 
 
    Remembering what Allison had said about the lack of a good solution, Victor realized that love—and lust—always involved a compromise of some kind. Truth to be told, he had grown to like the she-wolf, even if he didn’t want to marry her or anything.  
 
    “Okay, so, let me offer a way out,” the Vizier began. “If I hypothetically agree to fulfill your… creative fantasies… on a semi-regular basis, you would agree to not being in a committed relationship for the moment, without brutally murdering anyone else and baking them into cakes?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vic, but I can’t. Even for you.” 
 
    “I mean, without murdering potential or perceived romantic rivals.” 
 
    “Oh, you should have said it first!” Chocolatine considered the matter thoughtfully. “So, like above friends, but below boyfriends and girlfriends?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She pondered the question for a while, before settling it with one word. “Okay.” 
 
    He didn’t expect it. “Really?” 
 
    “You spared my brother, Vic,” Chocolatine said, sounding a lot more mature, “And you have been so nice to me. If you need some time to figure yourself out, it would be very mean of me not to give you space.” 
 
    That… that was an extraordinarily mature response from her. “Thanks,” he said, not knowing what else to add.  
 
    “I need time to ponder our relationship too,” Chocolatine, “Since you cheated on me and all.” 
 
    Victor froze. “What?” 
 
    “Vic, I know, and I don’t hold it against you!” Chocolatine said, confusing him, “True, I was hurt when I learned you bonded with him over me. I thought we had something special! But I guess you will always choose Vainqueur over me… I need time to accept it!” 
 
    … 
 
    Victor struggled against the urge to put his palm on his face.  
 
    “Hey!” A male voice came from behind a cell’s closed door. “When I am getting a trial? I’ve been there forever!” 
 
    Victor exchanged a glance with Chocolatine, who seemed as puzzled as him. “Who are you again?” the Vizier asked. 
 
    “Wizi.” 
 
    “... yes?” 
 
    The prisoner let out a very heavy sigh. “The magician, during the raid.” 
 
    Ah! That guy! Victor smiled sheepishly, unable to find a nice way to word it. “I had a great deal of problems to deal with recently, I, uh, I kinda forgot you?” 
 
    “Y-you forgot a prisoner of war?” the magician choked. “You monster!” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll just send you to the mines for the next thirty years,” Victor decided. While Croissant had cooperated with the enemy, that one tried to abduct and kill defenseless wyrmlings.  
 
    After leaving the prisoner to his angry screams and separating from Chocolatine, Victor moved to another chamber in the castle, which Miel the angel had transformed into a temporary office.  
 
    “Ah, dear clie—I mean, Mr. Victor!” She was in an awfully good mood today, finishing arranging papers on her desk with a cheery smile. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “As well, Miel. With Savoureuse’s testimony, I hope the tensions between your employers and Happyland lessened?” Malfy at least, while struggling to recover, had taken his assassination attempt very personally.  
 
    “While Heaven and Happyland will never cooperate, we agreed that a third party trying to exploit our divisions complicate our distinguished market rivalry,” Miel replied. “The fomors have also been historical enemies to mortals, so my superiors agreed to offer summoned creatures support. They found this Dragon Watch a very positive direction for your country.” 
 
    “I dunno when we will act on Vainqueur’s speech though. We’re a long time away from launching an invasion of Prydain or other fomor lands, and we need to train our army first.”  
 
    Vainqueur had also been giddy since he learned about the exploration fleets and the rewards offered for discovering new lands. Fulfilling quests would help their minions at leveling, gather resources needed to build a fleet, and allow Victor to promote the monsters to higher forms.  
 
    Besides, even if Vainqueur's amazing speech had convinced the population to adopt a new currency, allowing the government to start regulating inflation, their economy remained very shaky. The Empire was in the process of stabilizing, but not fully solid yet.  
 
    “Considering your karma moved into a strong shade of chaotic good, I can only encourage your current decisions.” Miel’s smile froze, as she read the papers. “A karma rise one would call meteoritic, even suspicious. I hope magical enhancements or special Perks were not involved?” 
 
    After everything he learned about himself these past months… there was only one answer to give.  
 
    “Nah,” Victor lied. “It’s all talent.” 
 
      
 
    Charisma check successful! 
 
      
 
    “Perfect!” the angel replied, overcome by his Grand Vizier charm. 
 
    “Indeed, because now that my karma score is in the green, I wish to renegotiate more favorable terms,” Victor ruthlessly exploited the situation. “Paying half my SP and months of paperwork doesn’t sound good. I have also another idea which can benefit us both.” 
 
    “Considering your massive improvement in your karma score and standing up for my virtue while accused by heathens, this should be easy,” the angel nodded, before smelling an opportunity. “What idea do you have in mind?” 
 
    “We need a public service. Free healing, social services, education... but Vainqueur’s refusal to spend any gold makes it impossible the traditional way. So, I’ve been thinking, instead of raising taxes, we could ask citizens to donate a small part of their SP to you, in exchange for angels providing key services.” 
 
    “A Special Points levy?” The idea made Miel giddy. “If all citizens of your country even donate ten SP every week…” 
 
    “And they would rather offer a renewable resource they all have other than gold. We get the best of all worlds. I’m thinking of a three years trial period if it can be arranged.” 
 
    “This is brilliant! My superiors will love it! I may even get promoted to the higher form of [Principality], with my own angel unit!” Miel’s mood was now sky-high. “Maybe we could discuss it around a cup of coffee you offered me a while ago?” 
 
    Victor’s mind wandered off to Chocolatine, and while he would have once jumped at the occasion… his own reluctant answer surprised him.  
 
    “Maybe another time,” he said, unconvinced.  
 
   
 
      
 
    In the heart of the dark forest, amidst black roots and snarling trees, the fairy lords of the Fomors had gathered.  
 
    The ancient terrors had answered the call of Mell Odieuse, to witness the ritual from the shadows. Giants and other thralls formed a ring around the Mell clan, to witness this historic day.  
 
    Lin stood beside his sister, a festering, burning scar on his chest; his punishment for failure. Odieuse would have done far worse, had he not successfully activated the bottle. Now that she knew that it could trap dragons, the dark witch would produce more and more.  
 
    The loss of the Nightblades and the infiltrators she had in the human realms was a harsh blow; and Vainqueur declaring war on them turned him from a secondary problem to a major one, second only to the Kingdom of Gardemagne itself.  
 
    However, dear Lucie served her purpose. She brought them the blood and bones of dragons with class levels; the key to the fomor’s greatest victory.   
 
    If you cannot beat them, become them, Mell Odieuse thought, as her father presented his newest creation: a shield of dragon bones, coalesced blood, and solid darkness, whose power eclipsed anything the witch had ever seen. The wicked fairy could sense its vile energies saturate the air.  
 
    “Behold the greatest of artifacts, the perfect blend of fairywork and dragoncraft,” Mag Mell congratulated himself, festering in his pride. “The Soulcrest.” 
 
    Mell Odieuse raised an eyebrow in doubt but claimed the item as her own anyway. Her fingers touched its cold surface, letting its power activate. She felt something slip inside her flesh, a strange light fill her icy heart. An artificial, black soul born of dragon blood, taking root in her empty shell of a body. She felt whole, in a way she could not properly describe. 
 
    “Did it work?” Mag Mell asked his daughter.  
 
    Mayhaps. Mell Odieuse glanced at her mortal thralls in silence, before counting them.  
 
    “Eena, meena, mina…” the witch's eyes settled on a cyclop. “Mo…” 
 
    “I won?” the giant asked. “What did I win?” 
 
    Instead of answering with words, Mell Odieuse cast a spell and impaled him through his heart with a spike. The dead thrall collapsed on the trees, his sweet red blood spraying the roots; its kindred cowered in dread at the sight.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    A strange, blue screen appeared to reward her good work. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to your deadly, arbitrary approach to employee motivation, you earned a level in the infamous [Tyrant] class. You earned the [Tyranny] Class Perk! 
 
    +30 HP, +10SP, +1 STR, +1 AGI, +1 CHA, +1 LCK! 
 
    [Tyranny]: If you inflict damage, your victim has a ten percent chance of being afflicted by the [Terror] ailment. 
 
      
 
    “Ha… ha…” a bellowing sound came out of Mell Odieuse’s throat, beyond her control. It was a strange, new sound, yet a pleasant one, “Hahaha…” 
 
    “Sister, you are…” Lin took a step back in dread. “Laughing?”  
 
    Mell Odieuse’s cackle transformed into a cruel, cold laugh, chilling her thralls and guests into silence. The newfound power, and the death of the thrall, had filled her with a new feeling; an emotion she had seen the mortals experience, without ever understanding it before.  
 
    Joy.  
 
    ... 
 
    She had to feel it again.  
 
      
 
    End of Volume II. 
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    And that’s it. I hope you enjoyed these new adventures of V&V. 
 
    This volume was very experimental for me. I tried to keep the comedy while introducing stronger plotlines: Vainqueur’s hunt for the Blue Rose guild, the development of Murmurin, and the fomors’ growing threat. Some things could have been better, and what I learned while writing ‘The Year of the Rogues’ should improve the quality of volume III even further.  
 
    When planning the series’ development, I’ve decided that each volume of Vainqueur would be themed after a classical RPG class; the first volume was the ‘fighter’ volume, with Vainqueur powering through every ordeal with sheer power. That volume’s main villain, Brandon Maure, was a mighty warlord who could match our beloved dragon blow for blow. 
 
    Volume II, as you can guess from the title, was the ‘rogue’ volume; with Vainqueur so powerful that no one can individually match him in single combat, the focus shifted to his attempts at stabilizing his fledgling empire and slowly growing into a true leader. His enemies were no longer a single powerful warlord, but an alliance of cunning rogues focusing on traps, misdirection, and going after his emotional weaknesses. Considering Victor’s character and past history with the Nightblades criminal syndicate mentioned in the previous volume, I decided to give him a bit more focus this time, alongside the secondary characters.  
 
    Volume III will be the ‘wizard’ volume; there will be greater focus on how magic and spells work in the Vainqueurverse, alongside spellcaster-themed arcs and adventures. For what does it mean… you will have to read to find out. However, even with the fomor threat around, it should be lighter than Volume II and return to the tone of volume I.  
 
    Write you very soon! 
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    [image: ] 
 
   
 
      
 
    Vainqueur "Best Dragon" Knightsbane 
 
    Level: 54 (Augustus 27/Witch Hunter 10/Kaiser 15/Dungeon Breeder 1/Geomancer 1) 
 
    Type: Dragon. 
 
    Party: V&V.  
 
    ●        Health Points: 6,605 
 
    ●        Special Points: 1550 
 
    ●        Strength: 147 
 
    ●        Vitality: 109 
 
    ●        Skill: 47 
 
    ●        Agility: 73 
 
    ●        Intelligence: 37 
 
    ●        Charisma: 120  
 
    ●        Luck: 71 
 
    Personal Perks 
 
    ●        Dragonfire Breath 
 
    ●        Fire Immunity 
 
    ●        Red Dragon Lifeforce 
 
    ●        Dragon Arrogance 
 
    ●        Dragonscale 
 
    ●        Super Senses 
 
    ●        Virgin Princess Radar 
 
    ●        Lesser Poison Resistance 
 
    ●        Deadfriend 
 
    ●        Taunt 
 
    ●        Crested 
 
    ●        El Presidente 
 
    Class Perks 
 
    ●        Born in the Purple 
 
    ●        For the Emperor 
 
    ●        King of Games 
 
    ●        Dynasty 
 
    ●        Crowd Favorite 
 
    ●        Supercrit 
 
    ●        Spell Purge 
 
    ●        Witch Burning 
 
    ●        Lesser Magic Resistance 
 
    ●        Exorcism I 
 
    ●        Hunter's Resolve 
 
    ●        Stipend 
 
    ●        Dungeon Owner (Castle of Murmurin) 
 
    ●        Victory Fist 
 
    ●        Summon Herald (Victor Dalton) 
 
    ●        Imperial Authority 
 
    ●        Malefic Secrecy 
 
    ●        Monster Empathy 
 
    ●        Charged Attack (Dragon Breath) 
 
    ●        Victory Roar 
 
    ●        Mirror Scale 
 
    ●        Fire Crown 
 
    ●        Immovable 
 
    ●        Show-off 
 
    ●        Gold Shower 
 
    ●        Shining Majesty 
 
    ●        Golden Road 
 
    ●        Geomancy 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Victor "Minion" Dalton 
 
    Level: 50 (Monster Knight: Red Dragon 20/Reaper 19/Grand Vizier 5/Assassin 4/Chaos Rider 2)  
 
    Type: Humanoid/Dragon 
 
    Party: V&V 
 
    ●     Health Points: 1155 
 
    ●     Special Points: 370 
 
    ●     Strength: 38 
 
    ●     Vitality: 35 
 
    ●     Skill: 62 
 
    ●     Agility: 50 
 
    ●     Intelligence: 51 
 
    ●     Charisma: 55 
 
    ●     Luck: 48 
 
    Personal Perks   
 
    ●     Claimed by Dice  
 
    ●     Observer  
 
    ●     Deadfriend  
 
    ●     Romantic  
 
    ●     Claimed by the Moon Man  
 
    ●     Black Curse  
 
    ●     Blackfyre  
 
    ●     Claimed by Shesha  
 
    ●     Crested  
 
    ●     Vizier Education   
 
    ●     Troll Regeneration 
 
    ●     Perk Forge 
 
    ●     Darwinist 
 
    ●     Blood Fountain 
 
    ●     Claimed by Deathjester 
 
    Class Perks 
 
    ●     Skeleton Key 
 
    ●     Eye for Treasure 
 
    ●     Scythe Lord 
 
    ●     Monster Kin 
 
    ●     Minion Trainer 
 
    ●     Monster Student 
 
    ●     Monster Lifeforce (Red Dragon) 
 
    ●     Monster Rider 
 
    ●     Animate Dead 
 
    ●     Soulmaster IV 
 
    ●     Helheim 
 
    ●     Soul Taker 
 
    ●     Mook Promotion 
 
    ●     Slayer of Men 
 
    ●     Is-No-Good 
 
    ●     Master's Shield 
 
    ●     Fright Knight 
 
    ●     Lethal 
 
    ●     Hades Blast 
 
    ●     Blade Stinger 
 
    ●     Black Horseman 
 
    ●     Forktongued 
 
    ●     Envious 
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