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Chapter One 
 
    The usually silent night was disturbed by the howl of some alien threat and the smashing of glass. The creature, for there was no better word for it, had sent its fist through David's windscreen. 
 
    As its hairy reptilian claw searched wildly for its latest victim, said victim kept his foot on the accelerator, not daring to ease off or slam on the breaks. He screamed as the monster attempted to claw his face off, its four clawed fingers leaving gouges in the upholstery. Was it David's imagination or was the horror saying something? It was hard to tell as he was trying incredibly hard not to shit himself. 
 
    David could feel every bump and small lizard that was unfortunate enough not to get out of the way. The thing that he had hit had seriously taken him off-road and it was taking all of the call centre agent's flabby strength to wrestle the steering wheel. He wanted to see where he was going, but it was a moonless night and the furry son of a bitch on his hood was taking up most of his view. 
 
    There was a hard bump which was immediately followed by the sound of paint being scraped off both of the car's doors. He could feel something come loose below him. All of this quickly became irrelevant as David's night-time drive came to a sudden and harsh end when he hit solid rock. 
 
    His head bounced against the steering wheel like a rubber ball and all became dark. 
 
    The creature hadn't fared much better. The car had been going eighty kilometres an hour when he drove into the mouth of the cave, practically stomping on the throttle with his substantial weight. When the car crashed into the cave wall it was the creature’s spine that had absorbed the impact. Sandwiched between solid rock and a speeding pick-up truck, the monster’s stomach was compressed like a tube of toothpaste. 
 
    It was alive long enough to vomit and defecate blood, its body twitched spasmodically in reflex. As the light drained from the creature’s eyes, its hideous maw continued to open and close. Its body wanting to get one last fleshy meal in before it finally stopped. 
 
    Stuck in the car seat, David slipped in and out of consciousness for several hours. There were no dreams, just an endless parade of jumbled thoughts and dizzy spells. Through some of these moments of semi-lucidity, David caught sight of dirty red shag carpet and yellow bent nails. At some point during one of these episodes, he managed to open the door to his ute. 
 
    The truck door slid open and the punch drunk occupant attempted to be free. Forgetting to take off his seatbelt, he hung there, his head dangling just outside like a pendulum. At that time, David was beyond pain, the darkness that fogged his senses thankfully numbed him. He was so out of it that he failed to register the bloated flies that were currently trying to use the gash on his forehead as a nest. 
 
    A drop of blood flowed from the wound, navigating its way through the invading army of pests, travelling down to the tip of David's broken nose. There, it stayed for just a moment before bending to gravity's rules and falling to the cave floor. 
 
    In his fevered delirium, David thought that he heard a small voice saying, “Say yes. Say yes.” 
 
    Not knowing anything and utterly lost to the world, David whispered, “Yes.” 
 
    A voice pierced through the blackness, cutting right into David's psyche. David's very being was scarred for all of time and he felt as much as heard the howling voice of an ancient being that was not meant for this world. 
 
    WELCOME, DUNGEON MASTER. 
 
    Pain and pleasure struck the trouble shooter like a comet. What he could only best describe as his soul was yanked from his broken body. 
 
    Everything he was and had been was weighed and judged. His mind was segmented and put back together again dozens of times. His grief, his anger, his frustrations, his desires were all laid bare before something incomprehensible. And every second of it, David was screaming. 
 
    *** 
 
    David awoke with a strangled scream. He jumped onto his feet feeling himself for wounds, “What's happening?” 
 
    The last thing he remembered was going to that stupid coms station. The bloody thing had broken down and the first guy they sent over hadn't reported in, yet. So the company, in its infinite wisdom, failed to call the police but did manage to send in a second lemming. Enter David. 
 
    David had been to the tower before. It was a very memorable moment for the dispensable corporate cog and not in a good way. He remembered suffering heatstroke the moment he got out of his air-conditioned car. 
 
    This time the naïve computer monkey had thought himself prepared. He had loaded his car up with large bottles of water, had double checked his spare tire, and he had even made a point to get a new phone charger. It was an utter pain in the arse. Then, he got to the tower and things went to hell quickly. 
 
    The tower had been a literal bloody mess. The guy they sent over had been torn into chunks and what was left of him was scattered across the dirt like sticky confetti. The tower itself had been sabotaged by something that clearly wasn't human. David had thought he had seen bloody claw and teeth marks all over the upholstery. 
 
    Having seen enough horror movies, the tubby trouble shooter got into his car and tried to call the police. That was when Werewolf Skippy came out onto the road. 
 
    Having survived a brutal collision, David checked himself for injuries and was surprised to find that he didn't have a wound on him. In fact, he felt pretty damn good. Considering that he had just crashed his car and banged his head on the wheel, he felt incredible. 
 
    “Must have got kissed on the arse by a fairy.” David said, noting his good fortune. Smiling, he turned back to the car and his smile vanished. Sitting in the driver's side seat was some fat arse trying to steal his ride. 
 
    “Hey, you!” he called out in hopes of scaring off the thief. Then he saw that this particular land whale was wearing his red polo shirt. That was when it clicked. The two legged hippo that was trying to pinch his car was him. 
 
    Seeing himself from this angle, David could only shake his head. He wouldn't have called himself handsome; even if he was fit he was just going to be average, but seeing that overweight arsehole with a neck-beard just made him feel sorry for himself. David had tried, oh, he had tried to lose weight, but living so close to a fried chicken restaurant had completely ruined that plan. 
 
    The extra-extra-extra large red polo shirt didn't really do much to hide his girth. 
 
    He had a sudden thought of the movie Ghost, where Patrick Swayze was looking down at his own corpse, while a hot Demi Moore cried. He really didn't want to do the whole wandering spirit thing looking like he didn't know what a treadmill was. Then again, he guessed that it could have been worse. At least he had died with his clothes on. An afterlife as a naked fat man would have masterfully sucked. 
 
    David looked at his busted truck. It was a Toyota. Not being a gearhead, David knew nor had a desire to know things like torque. All that he knew was that his truck was that it looked like a monster car that hunted big stags for fun. He had gotten it for just over $16,000 and up until a while ago it had earned every dollar. He had called it the Beast the moment he saw it. 
 
    Not knowing a damn thing about cars, David had made it a point to bring his local mechanic to the second hand dealership where he had bought his truck. After all, he was the one who had to fix it and David was under no delusions that a car was unbreakable. His last car had been working okay until it got to the point that the parts cost more than several months’ rent. He had been pretty bummed when he had to retire his old junk-heap, but the Beast had done its job. 
 
    Even now the pick up truck had taken a hit and it still looked about ready to go bushwhacking. 
 
    A deep fury filled David, he turned to the prick of a thing that killed him and hurt his car. 
 
    Having hit a kangaroo when he was eighteen, he knew from experience that you did not try to stop when you knew a crash was inevitable. Hitting something that was built like a tree was just going to piss it off, so you accelerated and hoped to God your insurance was covered. 
 
    This thing though, wasn't a red kangaroo. 
 
    The thing was as ugly as sin and David recoiled in horror at the mere sight of it. It looked like a velociraptor and a werewolf had twisted hate sex and this was their unholy baby. It had long shaggy red fur which covered most of its arms and back, and everything that wasn't fur was bright blue snake scales. 
 
    David grew fascinated by the ugly bastard’s teeth which twisted at odd angles. Animals didn't have mouths as bad as this thing. Hell, he didn't think Europeans had teeth this bad. They looked like a kid bent a bunch of rusty nails for a laugh and stuck it in a Halloween mask. 
 
    Besides the obvious out of body experience, it was that David could smell the horror show. It had that rank odour of an old fridge, specifically when you discovered that the motor had died a week ago. It was a stench that penetrated through Kevlar. 
 
    Could the dead smell? 
 
    David rolled his eyes at the joke, but this was starting to get on his nerves. How could a ghost have a sense of smell? Then again, how could a ghost see? The lack of eyeballs and brain kind of ruined that. 
 
    He again looked at the creature and for some unknown reason knew that this thing was not of this world. It was an odd sensation, like trivial pursuit. Somebody asks a stupid question and suddenly a light bulb goes off in your head. David didn't know how but he knew this creature's name, and also knew that it had been built and not born. 
 
    An Ikky Goran. That was the name that popped in the troubleshooter's head when he looked at this creature. Its creator had taken an Ikis, a creature that looked much like a crocodile, and then spliced it with several other mutated monstrosities. This thing had been chopped up and put back together so many times that there was almost nothing of its original form in there. 
 
    This thing was a mutated creature from some amateur dungeon that wanted to create a shock trooper. It used pack hunting and ambush tactics. Its teeth were covered in acidic slime, but because of the dumb-arse creator's design, it may have looked terrifying but it couldn't chew or bite in the traditional sense. The only things that it could physically eat were small rodents and insects. 
 
    David was all for experimentation, after all, if you stopped doing something because it was insane and bad for the environment, mankind wouldn't have landed on the moon. But this was... he didn't know how best to put it. It was like 70s monster movie bad.  
 
    Wait. David stepped back and held his head. Dungeon? As in those things in video games and bad LitRPGs novels on kindle? Just what the fuck was going on? 
 
    That's when he heard something in the car moan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    David woke up feeling like he had head butted a jumbo jet. Everything felt wrong, his head being his main concern but there was also an acute pain in his arm and back, which made him think something was broken. 
 
    Feeling like utter shit, he managed to undo his seatbelt and fell belly first on to the ground. 
 
    Who are you? What are you doing in my body? Get the fuck out of it. 
 
    Though he did not know why, David felt pissed off for some reason. He had just survived a head-on collision with... His thoughts drifted back to the crash. What had he hit? It hadn't been a person. Or at least he hoped that it wasn't a person, he was too cute to survive prison, or worse, losing his license and using the dreaded public transportation. 
 
    “Hello,” David said as he got onto his hands and knees. He wiped away the dried blood and dirt on his face and opened an eye. He was in some sort of cave and he moaned as his head pounded from within his skull. 
 
    Feeling weak and drained, he crawled back to the Beast. He looked up at the massive four wheel drive and felt as though he was staring up at an impassable mountain. 
 
    Who are you? Somebody shouted in his head. 
 
    “David Mascoff,” he answered and looked around for the owner of the voice. But as far as the trouble shooter could see he was the only one here. Was he losing his mind? 
 
    The cave itself was not that big, maybe two car parks wide and just as long. The opening was far smaller. Getting the Beast inside the cave had been like threading a needle. The truck's white paint was ruined and it was going to take more than a few dollars to buff the scrapes out. 
 
    David groaned as he used the car as a crutch. He definitely needed medical attention as he had barely made it to a standing position before he needed a rest. He was exhausted and he hadn't done anything, yet. 
 
    The voice continued to pester him and mumble. Having never had one before, the trouble shooter told himself that it was just the concussion talking. He needed water and a lie down. Crawling back into the cab, David cursed when he saw the glass on his seats, then he double cursed when he saw the huge furry hand sticking out of his windscreen. 
 
    No time to linger on that, he needed water. 
 
    It took a control that David didn't know that he had, but after a few tries he made it into the back row. Fortunately, the front seats had shielded the back from most of the glass, but there was the odd jagged shard here and there, which was nothing that David couldn't wipe away. He just lay there, panting like a sick and dying dog, waiting for death to take him. 
 
    God dammit you are pathetic, said the voice. 
 
    “Screw... You.” David breathed. His hands shaking he reached down and picked up one of the nine spare 1.25 litre bottles of water that he kept for just such an emergency. The water felt like it had been left to simmer on a stove but it felt so good going down. 
 
    Having just drank half the bottle, David closed his eyes. Meanwhile, the voice in his head grew agitated. 
 
    No. Don't sleep. God damn... Oh shit. 
 
    *** 
 
    Memories rushed into David and he just knew. He had felt the crushing exhaustion, the pain, and confusion of hearing a voice in his head. He also gathered the knowledge that if he didn't do something that he was probably going to die. 
 
    What was happening to him? What was going on? Was he dead or dying? 
 
    That was when David realised that he hadn't been alone. Something was in the cave with him and it wasn't the fat guy in the car. 
 
    A thumb-sized humanoid creature with butterfly wings growing out of her back appeared in front of David. She was tiny and wearing a green dress that appeared to be made out of tree leaves. The tiny supermodel smiled at the ghost like she was the smallest beauty pageant queen in history and was about to get her crown. 
 
    Her voice was like a wind chime, “Greetings Dungeon, I am...” 
 
    Before this bullshit could go one step further, David raised a finger at the midget lawsuit just waiting to happen, and said “No.” 
 
    The fairy halted from giving her introduction and looked remarkably confused, “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You're excused, now fuck off.” David had played enough games to have instant dislike for anything that dealt with fairies. He had also read enough indie books to get sick of the idea of a cute little sidekick. Why did authors even link their main characters to fairies anyway? You couldn't have sex with them, not unless you were hung like a mouse. There was no reason that they hung around underground labyrinths. You couldn't even use them as a relevant plot device. 
 
    “But I'm...” 
 
    The dungeon pointed at himself, “Do I look like a two year old girl?” 
 
    The fairy, obviously not used to the angry man's foul language looked about ready to cry, “No,” 
 
    “Then go pester Walt Disney’s anti-Semitic arse.” 
 
    Tears ran down the fairy's face and David felt slightly guilty about being a dick, but he stood by his decision. He didn't have time to have a coma, or dream, or whatever this was. He had to get that tower fixed, and he possibly needed to call the police, or at least the local animal control office. 
 
    The fairy stood straight, not daring to show tears in front of the mean man. She turned around as if she was going to leave. 
 
    “Wait… wait,” David said. The fairy immediately spun around, hope in her blue eyes. “Tell me how this thing with my body goes? Am I going insane or something?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” The fairy looked down at David's sleeping body and another wave of uncertainty hit her. “I um. That's really odd. Usually your soul has to be in a soul stone for you to be a dungeon.” She flew to the Beast and gave it a tap with her tiny fist. “What is this? I’ve never seen this before. What world are we in? Are we in Alora?” 
 
    “Woah woah woah.” David held up his hand. It was starting to look like he got the slow kid in fairy school. The fact that she didn't know what a car was, was telling in itself. “Okay, next question. Is this the typical mouse trap scenario?” The fairy looked at him blankly and he let loose another frustrated sigh. “I build a dungeon, create monsters, and lure and kill adventures for magic or something?” 
 
    “Oh,” The fairy perked right up, “Yes, yes. I have to say you are getting this all very fast. Have you encountered a few dungeons? Are you a dungeon expert?” 
 
    “Sort of,” During his down time the trouble shooter had read a few litRPGs and Japanese mangas where the main character turned into a dungeon. At the beginning they had been interesting stories but they got ridiculously samey over time. 
 
    The problem was that magical dungeons don’t exist in the real world, and if they did nobody would be stupid enough to go inside one. There were no adventures, there were no monsters, and there were no swords and shields. Also, in the real world if you set up a death trap with a lot of mutants inside people in planes bombed it repeatedly. 
 
    David held his head. Okay, I'm dreaming that I am a dungeon master. Okay. Just stay calm David. You hit a roo and you are dying. No problem. Just wait it out. Hey, maybe if this thing continues you can see Tinkerbell, Cinderella, and Uma Thurman in a three-some. 
 
    “Okay. Now this is very important, so stick with me for a moment. How do I change the GUI?” David said. 
 
    “The goo-eee?” The fairy said slowly, not understanding the reference. “Do you want to make slimes?” 
 
    Seeing that he was dealing with a computer illiterate, David decided to try something else. For some unknown reason he wasn't freaking out about all this. It probably had something to do with being close to death or that he thought that this was one grand hallucination. He probably did have a concussion and this was just his mind working out the problem. He decided to get as much out of the fairy as he could. 
 
    First was the dungeon itself. There were no pop-ups or quests, just instinct. The fairy seemed utterly confused with anything that was game related. Also, he couldn't just magically make rooms; he needed monsters to do the hard part. The fairy seemed to be holding out on him, but from the gist of things this was starting to feel like the most retarded mining tycoon game in history. 
 
    A bit boring, but hey, who didn't want to let loose a full-on Minecraft death obstacle course on an unsuspecting world? The problem was that setting up a gauntlet wasn't going to help David's current condition. 
 
    “Okay, so how do I make like... enchanted swords and shit?” David asked. In the very slim margin that this wasn't a dream or he wasn't insane, the dungeon could make a hell of a decent living selling flaming swords out on eBay. 
 
    The fairy shook her little adorable head and gave David a smug smile, “That's it. No more freebies. You make a contract with me and I'll tell you everything.” 
 
    David considered the proposal for a moment. “And besides the tutorial, what can you physically give me and what do you get out of it?” 
 
    “You give me a home and I help you.” Seeing that the flying fat man wasn't convinced she spoke up, “I can go outside of your domain and get herbs and flowers. You. You can't do anything outside.” she said this like it was a challenge, forgetting that David's real body, while pretty much buggered, was still functional. 
 
    Outside of novels and cartoons, not many people were dull enough to care what a fairy did after they finished giving Peter Pan a back alley handjob. In the books they were there for the cute aspect, they didn't really do anything. Dungeon fairies, imps, and the whole midget thing was to tell the audience a slim tutorial. 
 
    As far as David was concerned they were a LitRPG author being lazy with explaining things, and they drew focus away from the main character. So, fuck that. If this was a dream he wasn't going to have Clara Oswald pissing in his Wheaties. 
 
    “Alright,” David pointed at the exit, “go outside and tell me how you feel about it.” 
 
    The fairy looked outside like it would suddenly eat her. “Um, okay. That should be easy.” she then zoomed out of the cave and headed straight for the Australian outback. 
 
    David had enough time to go to the truck before the extorting little shit came rushing back. 
 
    She pointed her finger out the cave entrance, “What is that? It feels like a desert but there are trees out there, there are dragons the size of dogs and one of them almost ate me. It's hot, and there are flies everywhere, and it's hot.” 
 
    “You said hot twice.” 
 
    “Because it's hot!” The fairy yelled. 
 
    David nodded in understanding. 
 
    There was a lot to admire and curse about the Australian outback. The beautiful and brutal landscape, the untouched wilderness, the feeling that you couldn't get more lost if you tried. It was a place where a single distraction meant you were probably going to die. 
 
    The movies just never could do the place justice. There were few places in the world that seemed to want to kill you as much as Australia did. Oh, there were mountains, and deserts, and oceans that were a pain in the arse, but they didn't give you hope and then smash it like the Never Never could do. It was as if everything was designed to kill you in the most miserable way possible. The ants, the snakes, the unbearable heat, the flies. You get bitten by a spider or your car broke down and you were basically screwed. 
 
    “Do you want to go out again?” David asked. 
 
    “No. The flies are bigger than I am,” the fairy said, forgetting that she was trying to sell her services as a mascot. 
 
    The ghostly form of the dungeon leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at the Disney reject, “Then why the fuck would I want you?” 
 
    For a tiny instant, David thought he saw the fairy's face morph into something not nice indeed, something with fangs. But it must have been a trick of the light as the cute thing let out a stream of tears. 
 
    “I can show you how to make monsters.” The fairy insisted, still trying to think of a way to prove her usefulness. “First you need a creature to get within your domain.” 
 
    The dungeon turned his head to the dead ikky goran. He didn't know why but he thought of it as a Barney. A big, colourful bipedal dinosaur that annoyed the shit out of him. Yeah, Barney was a good name for it. “Like him?” 
 
    The fairy looked to the creature and shook her head sorrowfully and David knew why. He couldn't claim monsters that another dungeon made without permission. It was sort of like brand names. He could steal the idea and make a knock-off version, but he couldn't take Barney. 
 
    His eyes drifted to the fairy and he considered a different approach. And somehow he just knew. It had nothing to do with how he knew about Barney or some dungeon sense. No, this was more like a loser high school boy sense that had been cultivated by working in a soulless corporate environment. In other words, his bullshit meter had just flared up. 
 
    He tried to look at the thing that he was dealing with. She was beautiful, that was if you were into Thumbelina. Blonde and slim. The type of woman who wouldn't give David the time of day. Just how had she gotten here so fast? And for that matter, how did she get in here? No, David wasn't liking this. She was just too cute, and she wanted this enough to put up with his abuse. 
 
    His thoughts drifted back to the cave. What was a RPG dungeon doing in the real world? Yeah, something was wrong here. 
 
    As for the fairy, he got the sense that she was trying to fuck him over. He thought about interrogating the midget, but if his body were able to get his fat arse up, David doubted that she was just going to let him catch her. He needed a different angle. 
 
    His eyes turned to the back of the truck, “Could you please get something in there for me, and I promise I will think about letting you squat here.” 
 
    Pleased to finally prove her usefulness, the fairy nodded enthusiastically. David couldn't move things in the traditional sense of the word that was what monsters were for. He could absorb or mass produce items but that required energy, which he replenished over time. Or he got when he managed to kill something in his domain, i.e. the cave. This all meant that if David wanted to do some physical labour he was going to need minions. 
 
    It took some time but the fairy managed to pull out an object the mean dungeon told her to. She had never seen the like of it before; it looked like a lamp, only this lamp had a metal cage encasing a dark glass pillar. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Now, there is a switch on top, I want you to turn it.” 
 
    The fairy flew up and looked at the device, curious as to its functions. She found the switch almost instantly and flipped it on, “Like this?” 
 
    The device let out an electric hum as it began to power up. Frightened, the fairy flew away from the device, then, seeing a cool light within the odd construct she went back in for a closer look, “What is it?” she said in awe. 
 
    “It's a magical lamp.” David said. 
 
    The fairy stared deeply in the white glow of the lamp and her skin tingled from the gentle humming. Though David couldn't see it, the fairy's eyes had become dilated and thick drool started to gather on her mouth. “It's so beautiful,” the fairy said. Hypnotized by the glow, she put her hand inside the lamp's cage. She needed to touch the beautiful light. 
 
    In his mind David was counting down. 3, 2, 1. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” The fairy screamed, and it was very easy to picture every girl in the universe lamenting. 
 
    Smoke started to spew from what had been the fairy's golden hair and her painful scream died in her mouth as a ghastly amount of volts fried her internal organs. That's when David saw the real creature that hid underneath the glamour. 
 
    “Damn,” David said at the repulsive little grifter. 
 
    Though it was difficult to see behind the burns, the fairy or whatever it had been was a hideous thing. The dungeon could clearly see that he had been dealing with some kind of devil insect. Its head looked like it belonged to a mosquito, and what David had first thought was a dress of leaves was in fact a shell made out of what looked like human fingernails. 
 
    He looked down at the now burnt and twitching remains of the fairy. The fairy was not created by a dungeon, he had not made a pact with it, and he had killed her on his home turf. “Lawyered bitch. I just got my first monster.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    David opened his eyes. He had just had the weirdest dream. He dreamed that he had turned into a dungeon. Like a resource gathering/city building game. He had even killed evil Tinkerbell by tricking it into a bug zapper. It was awesome. 
 
    He had even dreamed that he had made one of the little shits and told it to heal his body. That had been where the dream had cut out. 
 
    Feeling slightly better, the overweight call centre attendant sat up. His truck was fucked. Broken glass was everywhere, his windscreen had a hole in it big enough that he could stick his head through and what looked like a… “Oh no,” David said as he saw Barney's arm sticking out of the windscreen like he was posing for an action movie poster. 
 
    Oh yes. Came the voice David realised was his own. 
 
    Some people think that they would recognise their own voice when they heard it, and some people might, but for most they are astonished when they hear themselves for the first time. 
 
    David managed to bang his head on the Beast's roof as he tried to get out, “Son of a bitch.” he cursed. 
 
    Hey, watch it with our body, arsehole. I just got around healing it. 
 
    “What?” David said while rubbing his head. “Did I just call myself an arsehole?” 
 
    Yeah, well, we are used to putting ourselves down. How are you… Oh, don't start hyperventilating. 
 
    David couldn't help it. He looked around, trying to find a paper bag to breathe in. Damn stores using plastic and hemp shopping bags. It was real, it was really real. David was a dungeon. Or part of him was. 
 
    Yo, snap me out of it. The Dungeon said. 
 
    Something sharp slashed David's cheek. He hopped back and waved his hands around wildly, “What the…” 
 
    “Did I do good, Master?” came a piercing, yet, quiet voice. 
 
    David touched his bleeding cheek and saw blood on his fingers. Horrified, he looked up and held in a girlish scream. 
 
    Floating above his nose was the evil little dungeon fairy that he had killed. This version was just as ugly as the previous one, except that this one was naked. She looked more like a mangled wasp then a mosquito, her body was ugly with tiny barbed hairs, and instead of hands she had eight armour plated insect legs. 
 
    “You're real?” David said. 
 
    The fairy hovered up and down, “Yes, Master.” Well that was good. In the dream, one of his fears had been about her seeing his real body as an enemy and attacking. 
 
    David needed a moment to compose himself. This wasn't a dream, the pain and the thirst that he was feeling kept reminding him that he was awake and that he really needed to get to a hospital. 
 
    You might want to get a move on. I really don't want to get fired. And you know, die. 
 
    This telepathy thing was going to get old and fast. David moved to the car and drank greedily from his supplies. Done, he moved to a cave wall and opened his pants. 
 
    Woah. What are you doing? 
 
    “What's it look like?” David asked. Relief washed over him as he emptied his bladder. It felt as if he hadn't taken a piss in days, and the release was so great that a tear ran from his eyes. “Aw God, that feels so good.” 
 
    God dammit. I have to live here. It’s like I pissed myself. At least aim it outside the cave. 
 
    David looked at his watch, “Shit, I've been here passed out for nearly thirty hours.” he didn't think that they would fire him for getting in an accident with a roo, let alone an alien monster, but he was sure that he was going to get a lecture from his supervisor for being unlucky. 
 
    Seeing his obvious pain, the fairy buzzed around his head. “I am sorry for not fixing you, Master. I did my best.” 
 
    He didn’t give a shit about the evil thing's guilt. After emptying his bladder, the wounded David winced and held his back. “Back's mangled. Blood and cuts everywhere and I think my right arm is fractured.” 
 
    Maybe we can get worker's comp. 
 
    Great minds must think alike because David was thinking just that. Feeling like he slipped a disk, the trouble shooter gave the Beast a look of pity. He had grown fond of the diesel guzzler. It had been an economic nightmare but it got him from point A to point B, it had also kicked Barney's mutant arse. “I've really got to get a doctor to have a look at me.” It wasn't crippling bad, but the unergonomic sleeping arrangement hadn't done David any favours. There were fewer bruises and scrapes than he had expected but his head still felt like it weighed a ton. 
 
    Any idea why we aren't freaking out more about this? I don't even know what this is. 
 
    David probably would have been thinking the same thing, but the stabbing pain in his arm, head, and back had slowed him down, “Don't know. Maybe it hasn't hit yet. Or maybe I'm psychotic and you're just a voice in my head telling me to kill people. Please don't by the way. I am not the type that would flourish in a prison environment.” 
 
    Why bother? The idiots calling up about putting their phone in the dishwasher would do a better job of it than I would. 
 
    David laughed. Yeah and those were the Einstein’s of the dickhead pool. He went to the car and cursed, “Crap.” 
 
    What? 
 
    David didn't answer. Instead he brushed the glass off his seat and tried the key. The Beast didn't so much as whimper. In his brain-dead haze, the trouble shooter had forgotten to close the door or turn the car off. In this enclosed space it had been a miracle that he hadn't died of monoxide poisoning, but that meant nothing as the battery was dead. 
 
    “Shit,” Both David’s said at once. 
 
    The fairy flew up to David's head, “What is it, Master?” 
 
    The fairies appearance was enough to make a full grown man shit himself. David swatted her away, “The battery is dead, damn it.” 
 
    Check the phone. 
 
    “Yeah yeah. I'm doing that.” David checked his phone, or would have if it had been on him. Not feeling it on him he looked back in the car. He had forgotten that he had left it on the charger. Praying hard, he let out a sigh as he discovered that only a single bar remained. The Beast was maybe dead for good but it hadn't totally let him down. 
 
    Seeing no reception, the computer monkey went outside and prayed again that technology hadn't let him down. The blazing sun struck David with full force. It had to be damn near 45 in the shade. He hadn't realised it but the cave had been super cold compared to the world outside. 
 
    He checked his phone and started walking until he found a signal. It took almost half an hour in the heat, and the flies, and the dust. There was no way that David could walk all the way back to town. Even if he was built like a basketball star, which he wasn't, no sane man would walk a hundred kilometres in this wretched environment. 
 
    He journeyed up a tortuous hill, hoping that he would find just one bar. Staring at his phone intensely, David was rewarded with a signal. 
 
    Seeing the first good news that he had for a long time, the trouble shooter cried, “Thank you. Thank you. Okay, okay. I'm not out of here yet.” The connection was choppy at best but somehow David had managed to give the operator what he hoped was his general location, but the road was long and most of it was dirt. 
 
    In a world of heat and dirt the trouble shooter felt his shirt become heavy as he sweated more into the fabric, all the while he shouted into the connection. Every second word that the operator spoke was static, but having spent nearly ten years listening to people bitch about stuff over the phone, David was eventually able to get the woman to track his GPS signal. He just hoped that he had been able to call in an emergency helicopter instead of accidentally ordering a pizza. 
 
    Give it up for Big Brother. Those conspiracy nuts can shout about being spied on all they wanted, but David was just happy to get out of there. Now all he had to do was stand in one spot until help arrived. He could do that, or that had been the plan until five minutes later when heatstroke nearly killed him. 
 
    He cursed himself for not buying a tent. He hadn't thought that he would be spending the night out in this godless wasteland but figured that he could have just slept in the truck if he did. There had to be at least an umbrella swimming around in his back seat. 
 
    Not wanting to lose the phone or the signal, the trouble shooter put the phone on the ground and slowly backed away as if he were dealing with a time bomb. He made it ten paces before his back played up. “Holy fucking God.” he cried as it felt like arsehat had shived him with a corkscrew. 
 
    The trouble shooter dropped to one knee and cried as the pain tore right through him. He limped back to the cave; every clumsy step feeling like it would be his last. 
 
    He stopped from nearly entering the mouth of the dungeon. David had played a lot of games in his time including one or two RPGs, but seeing a real dungeon in real life made him feel slightly disappointed. He had expected that it would look like a big giant skull, something really awesome or intimidating. Instead, the place was just a giant stone shed. 
 
    The thing looked as if it had been put together by a bunch of grad-students with a few bags of cement. 
 
    Feeling like he was just a pile of melting wax, David was about to step inside the shed when he noticed something peculiar about the dungeon exterior. On the outside the place looked no bigger than a shed that you used to put your lawnmower, but inside it was... bigger. 
 
    “No way,” David said as he got inside. The heat instantly dissipated and he was finally able to breathe. “Holy shit that's nice.” 
 
    What the fuck happened? The voice in his head shouted. You were gone for like an hour. I thought you. I mean, I died. 
 
    Out of shape since he was ten, David could hear the sounds of his own heavy breathing. He sounded like a diesel engine that had been shot. “It's a Tardis.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “The dungeon. Not shitting you. Bigger on the inside.” 
 
    Really? Nice. Shit, you look bad. Minion, you good for a zap? 
 
    The fairy looked to a spot in the cave where David suspected that Dungeon David was hanging around, “Zap, Master?” 
 
    “Healing,” David said. “Can you heal me? My back is murder.” 
 
    The fairy bobbed up and down and went to the exhausted and wounded human. After fighting every impulse to swat the creature, he allowed her to settle on his back fat. There was a prick of pain as the fairy dug its proboscis into David's meat. A second later, and his pain started to fade. 
 
    “Ahhhh,” David sighed as the pain slowly retreated. He looked down at his hand and watched incredulously as the deep cut that he had suffered started to close. It wasn't entirely gone; the dungeon had only summoned the lowest healer he could make. The fairy had been a nasty piece of work and he didn't want it getting too many ideas of vengeance. 
 
    The fairy pulled herself away from her creator and looked slightly drunk. 
 
    David knew from his time as the dungeon that what she had done was not necessarily called healing. From what little his dungeon self had gotten from her, this particular species of fey fed off pain, death, and suffering. The fixing part had just been a side product and it wasn't perfect. The trouble shooter had been artificially aged in the process, and was he feeling caffeine high that was going to eventually lead to extreme tiredness. 
 
    It was the reason that some adventures kept spamming a dungeon despite knowing that they were probably going to die. The little bitch and her kind subtly made them addicted to dungeon diving. Unfortunately, if it was just that then David would have felt some guilt over electrocuting the bug, sadly humans weren't just part of her menu. 
 
    Creatures that made a contract with a dungeon got all kinds of perks. Creatures like the mutant mosquito preferred to get a dungeon young. They gave it a few lessons, and then spent thousands of years just siphoning off the ambient energy. They would spend every moment of their life integrating themselves into what could only be called the dungeon’s OS. 
 
    Some of the LitRPG authors had only gotten it half right, once a fairy that had bonded with a dungeon died, the dungeon went absolutely bat shit crazy and either got put down by the local inhabitants or self-destructed. What was left was just a hollowed out building that monsters squatted in. 
 
    As for fairies in general, it turns out that some of the old stories that existed before Disney prettied them all up were closer to the real thing. Cannibalism, murder, rape, baby eating, arson. Elves, fairies, pixies, all of them made the Nazis look like humanitarians. For some sub-species like the dungeon fairies, torturing some poor bastard wasn't just entertainment to them, it was their diet. And with their ability to disguise themselves and the market turning them into heroes… David didn't want to think about the damage that they could cause with a death trap behind them. 
 
    “Is there anything else that you want, Master?” the fucking evil bitch asked. 
 
    “Yes,” David said and pointed at the bug zapper, “go over to that lamp and touch the light.” 
 
    The fairy did so and a second later there came a very familiar “Ahhhhh!” 
 
    Was that necessary? The dungeon asked. It wasn't easy making her and I don't exactly have hands here. 
 
    David went into the truck and grabbed the lighter and a few bottles of water. He also packed up some of the more valuable items. He had loaded up to fix a tower but that plan was shot to hell. Still, there were things in the car that he needed. He went to the glove box and pulled out a signed copy of a fantasy book that he had almost finished. 
 
    Hey, leave that. The dungeon said. I'm going to be bored in here. For some reason the telepathy thing didn't work when you went outside. 
 
    “You can't open it,” David protested. He kept looking around not wanting to leave anything valuable behind. He was already ditching his truck and replacing it was going to be a bitch and a half. He supposed that he could get somebody to pick it up, but he still didn't know if it still worked or not. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    It was hard to think that there was another you running around. It was like knowing you had a twin brother out there who got off by murdering people and collecting Pokémon cards, both habits equally unsettling. 
 
    When David got what he needed, he felt his other-self speak to him for what could be the last time. Hey, could you do me a favour and get some bull ants for me. Also, leave the emergency phone and work tablet. 
 
    “There are no games on it,” David said wondering just what his other-self was up to. Not that he cared. He could just tell the bosses that the phone broke. The ants he could understand. With no mining tools the dungeon would have to use whatever it could to dig a room and ants were the best drill teams around. 
 
    Don't worry. Also, take some photos of Barney and try to get some of his DNA. You should have some scissors in the car. Cut off a... There was a trace of hesitation in his other-self that caused David to immediately take notice. The dungeon's voice grew serious and the fear and anxiety transferred through the connection. David. he said 
 
    David had never heard his own voice without a recorder on hand, but from the dungeon’s tone it sounded as if a tarantula had parked itself on his crotch. There was also this feeling of paranoia that seemed to be building up. “What?” 
 
    Be a pal and put fresh batteries in the bug zapper. I think the bitch's relatives can see that I have a vacancy sign floating above my head. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    It was a strange feeling seeing your body leaving you behind. It was kind of like seeing your child drive away in your car; you didn't know to be more worried about the kid or the car. 
 
    David watched his body put down a full can of bug spray and a mosquito coil on the floor. His body also changed the batteries of the bug zapper and dumped six double AAs onto a pile next to it, not that the dungeon had the ability to swap batteries around. But hey, it was better to have them in sight than go rummaging around in a car not sure if they were there or not. 
 
    Hoping that the ant idea would prove a useful endeavour, his body had emptied two bottles of lemonade onto the cave floor, creating a large trail leading out of the cave's entrance. The twin streams of bubbling sugar would attract every fly and ant in the area. 
 
    Having another thought, his corporeal self then put a tarp on the entrance, using the duct tape in his tool box to stick it in place and darken the chamber. Neither David wanted a fairy getting spooked, running off, and killing a kid. The tarp should have also kept the flies out. Blowflies were bitches of things. 
 
    Done, his body went outside to wait for rescue. 
 
    David had mixed feelings about seeing himself go. On the good side there was more room here and his body wasn't going to get killed by something unnatural popping up. 
 
    Having done absolutely nothing for two whole minutes, the dungeon moved to his work tablet. He really needed to get this done before the tablet's battery died and he was left with an expensive paperweight. 
 
    First he tried to physically turn the thing on but his ghost hand just phased through the screen. Next he tried to will the object to turn on but he only succeeded in moving it just the merest fractions and that small effort rewarded him with a headache and a feeling of being drained. David just had to accept it. If dungeons did have a level than he was still on the training wheels. 
 
    That was when he felt it. A feeling like a big spider was crawling down your leg. It was a sensation that he knew all too well whenever he saw an unknown number on his phone. He was about to get a tiny solicitor. 
 
    For a moment, he panicked. What if the thing didn't fall for the bug zapper? Then he might be stuck with it. It would be like living with a small nagging little toothache that wore him down and kept demanding his attention. One slip of the tongue and David was fucked. 
 
    There was no time to act or prepare further. A flower bud appeared from the cave wall and from that seed a large red rose grew out. The thing grew to the size of a terrier and when it finally bloomed a small naked woman with bright red hair popped right out. 
 
    She awoke almost immediately, giving a cute little yawn. 
 
    David didn't try too hard to pierce the thing's disguise. These things were like con men, you look too hard at a fairy and its fight or flight kicked in. 
 
    While the other demonic bug had been more of a willowy stick of a woman, this bitch was outfitted. Nice breasts, a bit chubby; her disguise even included a large bush between her legs that needed landscaping. There was also another slight difference between the new comer and the evil bug girl. While the mosquito girl had been the size of his thumb, this one was about the size of a loaf of bread. 
 
    The fairy looked around and spotted David floating above her, “Well, you're a biggun' aren't yer?” she said in an Irish accent. 
 
    Great. David thought dryly. A leprechaun. 
 
    David tried to act cool, “W-what are you? For that matter, what am I?” David could see the ankle-bitter smile and he guessed that she thought that she had just hit the motherfucking jackpot. 
 
    “You son, are a dungeon,” she said. 
 
    David ran through the motions. Asking what a dungeon was, what it did, why they killed people. He was going to have to come up with a script if this was going to become a habit. 
 
    Eventually, Morgan, as she liked to be called, decided that she strung this fat bastard along enough and she cut to the point. “Alright, love. This is what we need to do. I need you to make a wee contract with me.” 
 
    David tried to act coy, “I don't know.” He made a show of looking around and then pointed at the glass that was on the ground. “Wow, be careful. There is glass on the ground. You don't want to get cut.” 
 
    “Don't be such a boy, my wee dungeon.” Then, as if for the first time, Morgan looked at what she planned was her dream house. She stared at the Beast in wonder, “What is that?” 
 
    “I think it was how I got in here. I think there is some of my stuff in the back, think you can get it? I can't really move things.” 
 
    Morgan apparently didn't need wings. She jumped up to the front seat as if she were a cat. “Hey, this is pretty nice.” She looked at interior and at the big steering wheel. She was stronger than she looked as she easily broke the steering lock. “What is it? Some kind of boat?” 
 
    So she didn't know what a car was either. David tried to sound apologetic, it wasn't that hard. He had a lot of experience leading pensioners around their phones, “Yeah, shame about the glass. Seeing that I can't move anything I can't make it more comfortable in there. It might make a good home for you, if, you know.” he let the sentence hang for a second. 
 
    He could see the ginger leprechaun think about it for a moment. It was hard to concentrate on her expression as she was naked and her tits just seemed to defy gravity. He could tell that she was gauging the merits of spilling too much information before setting up shop. 
 
    “I can teach you how to absorb glass.” she said. “First you canny touch it. Over time you naturally absorb it. The ground just sort'a gobbles it up. But if you want something really quickly you have to get one of the monsters you control to gather it up or eat it. If you bonded with me now, I could get rid of it for you.” 
 
    That sounded familiar. For possible hours David had been trying to think of a way to wake himself up. Doing everything that he could think of, eventually mosquito girl's body just sort of... dissipated, after that David had just thought about her and there she was. 
 
    “You can eat glass?” David said. 
 
    “I can eat anything,” Morgan informed him. 
 
    “I bet you can't.” 
 
    Morgan's face twisted into a grin, “I show yer, yer cheeky bugger.” the small woman picked up a handful of glass shards and ate them. David couldn't believe it. She crunched and chewed and the dungeon could hear the glass break. It sounded like they were being put in a cement mixer. Eventually, Morgan swallowed and she grinned devilishly at the dungeon's floating body. “See. I can eat anything. I can strip this entire metal dingy in a day; only, you won’t get any of it if you and I don't make a contract.” 
 
    Damn, this girl was like a billy goat. David thought. 
 
    The dungeon felt another intrusion and for a second he thought another fairy was coming through, until he saw that it was just a bunch of ants. The lemonade was doing its job alright. 
 
    Before his body left him, it had brought in a branch covered in bull ants. He then proceeded to stomp the shit out of them. The dungeon had felt a rush from that explosion of violence. The ants were like stale popcorn. It wasn't very filling but it was something. David also didn't want to admit this, but he got a larger explosion of pleasure when his body pissed and bled on the cave walls. He just really didn't want to think about that. His porn collection was full enough of depravity that he didn't want to include self-urination as a theme. 
 
    David had spent a large portion of his starting energy creating the initial fairy he had met and moving the tablet. He couldn't make an ant if wanted to but maybe he didn't have to. Ants used pheromones to track and give each other orders. If he tried hard enough and with the knowledge he got from the ants that he killed, maybe he could move a few. 
 
    He used what he had gathered from the dead ants and the Discovery Channel, concentrating on the biggest bastard of the group. For some odd reason, the Dungeon didn't picture smells when he thought about pheromones, which kind of made a bit of sense; they were supposed to be odourless. Instead, he pictured colours. 
 
    The ants stopped moving and stood to attention. That was when David felt it. It was like he had just befriended dozens of people on Facebook and he was absorbing all of their likes and dislikes. It had been the same with the fairy only less of a history and more of a bunch of spam mail, the ants were pretty simple to figure out while the fairy had been far more complex. 
 
    He knew that the ants came from the same nest and instead of naming that nest with words the ants gave it a smell label. It was like how dogs found their way home by marking their territory. It was almost too easy for David to replace the ants' previous nest name with his own. 
 
    The Dungeon's avatar grinned; he had just gotten some nice ant slaves. His attention soon moved back to Morgan and a thought came to him. “Hey, Morgan. How good are you at drinking games?” 
 
    ***  
 
    The naked leprechaun sculled the beer like a sailor on shore leave. The girl definitely liked her grog. She had nearly drunk an entire six pack. 
 
    Out here in the desert there were no cops or bosses to ride your arse for drinking on the job. The beer had been meant to celebrate fixing the coms stations but seeing that David didn't really have a stomach, he thought that getting a naked leprechaun wasted would be kind of fun to see, and it was. 
 
    Morgan came up for air and she grinned happily, “This shite is fookin' great.” she let out a loud burp, and then ate the can. 
 
    David made a point to stay in front of her so that she didn't turn her head back. He crossed his arms and continued to glance back and forth between Morgan and the hundreds of 40mm long bull ants that were swarming behind the exhibitionist. 
 
    The insects covered the truck like a living black carpet, and the avatar used his dungeon powers and what he knew about ants to teach the pests some tricks. There were some ants in the Amazon or Africa, whichever the documentary was based on, that the ants created bridges. David was doing the same thing with the ants, only he was making them into stalactites. Forming large spikes that hovered above the fairy's body. 
 
    To ensure that the first strike would be the last, he had also recruited a few European wasps which nested in Barney's body. While David could strip Barney down for spare parts he could also still use him as an army barracks for wasps and biting flies. And more troops seemed to be coming. David wasn't letting this bitch out. He knew that Morgan wasn't the same species of fairy as mosquito girl, but even if she was half as evil as that little terror was, she had to go. 
 
    Thinking that perhaps he was wrong, he had to ask, “Morgan, do I have to kill people? I mean, can't I just feed off the ambient magic or whatever it is.” 
 
    Morgan gave the avatar a dismissing wave, “I know I know, just looking at you I can see you're soft. But donna' yeh worry, me lad. I'll toughen you up. After I'm a…” she let out a belch worthy of Revenge of the Nerds. “Ahh, yeh. That's the shite. What was I saying? Oh, yeah. Once you see your first trap make a knight go splat!” she smacked the side of the can in emphasis, “You'll get used to it. Hey, what's that sound?” 
 
    It sounded as if his body had gotten through to emergency services. The sound of a helicopter's blades piercing the air could easily be heard and the dungeon could see that the tarp was fluttering. 
 
    Seeing no other option, David dropped eighty-two hungry ants on the leprechaun. 
 
    He closed his eyes and turned away. He couldn't look as Morgan let out a monkey scream of fear and pain. He hadn't trusted that the bug zapper could kill the little woman. She already proved that she was bigger and stronger than mosquito girl. For all he knew she'd just shake it off. He tried to think of the most professional way to end her life. 
 
    He turned his head. Morgan had dropped her disguise. She kind of looked like Gizmo out of Gremlins only her fur was fire red and her teeth belonged to a dog. She screamed and began to pick up ants and eat them but she was severely outnumbered. Just to make sure that she didn't make a run for it, David sent in the air support. 
 
    The dungeon again had to close his eyes as the wasps stung Morgan's eyes and her mouth. Meanwhile, the ants were forming a cocoon around the little woman several ants deep. Smothering and biting under their numbers. 
 
    It took longer than expected but David felt Morgan's passing. While the ants had been like eating stale popcorn, the fairies' deaths had been like gulping down a red bull. It was no wonder that dungeons killed the crap out of people. He wondered if killing a human was like snorting cocaine, not that he had experience with the stuff. 
 
    Still, as much as he disliked some of the arseholes he had to deal with, he wouldn't make a habit out of killing them for a caffeine boost. 
 
    Not wanting to look at the ants feasting, David looked down at his tablet. He had an idea before Morgan showed up. This instinct thing was nice and all but being a gamer, he really wanted a better interface. He wanted to see a manual, some stats. He wanted the things like the ants automated. He didn't have the patience to tell each ant to dig there; he wanted to let the system do that shit. 
 
    David glared down at his useless work tablet and growled, “Why can't things come with a fucking manual?” 
 
    Then a deep voice of some dark alien presence spoke in David's head. 
 
    DO YOU WISH TO CHANGE THE DUNGEON'S CONFIGURATION? 
 
    “Oh, thank fuck, yes,” David said. 
 
    The voice seemed to take this as an agreement and it continued. 
 
    WARNING. YOUR INTENDED CONFIGURATION IS CLASSED AS UNUSUAL. IT WILL TAKE TIME, POWER, AND EFFORT TO ACHIEVE THIS. YOU WILL BE UNABLE TO INTERACT WITH YOUR DOMAIN UNTIL THIS IS COMPLETE. 
 
    Thinking that this was just a game prompt or the dungeon OS asking for permission to change the display, David was all up for saying yes. Before he did so however, he morbidly looked back at Morgan's corpse. 
 
    The ants had been busy alright. What David could see was torn up muscle and bone. What would happen if something popped up while this configuration thing was happening? 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts the voice spoke again. 
 
    YOUR DOMAIN WILL BE CLOSED UNTIL CONFIGURATION IS COMPLETE. WARNING, ALL THE SERVANTS THAT ARE UNDER YOUR CONTROL WILL BE HARVESTED FOR ENERGY. RESOURCES WILL BE HARVESTED AND STORED. WITHOUT YOUR CORE PRESENT THIS PROCESS WILL TAKE LONGER. 
 
    “Cool, do it. Wait. What core?” 
 
    Pain unlike anything that David had ever felt before slammed into him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The nurse who was currently attending to an IV drip was given a massive shock as David shot straight up from his bed and let out a loud gasp of air. 
 
    “Motherfucker.” Were literally the first words that left the trouble shooter’s mouth as he came to. 
 
    As the nurse ran back to alert a doctor, an exhausted David lay back in bed. He felt drained and weak, with his brain feeling like it was trying to bash its way out of the back of his head. 
 
    After a few seconds of intense nausea, he turned his body to the side and vomited onto the floor. There hadn't been enough time to aim or check for a bucket or towel, he felt his stomach come back up and there it went. 
 
    Hacking his guts up several times more, David returned to his pillow and saw only two vague human shapes in pink and white uniforms standing at the foot of his bed. Whoever they were, David could tell that both of them were disgusted with him.  
 
    Keeping his eyes closed, he spoke softly, “Water.” 
 
    There was the sound of water being poured and after a moment a straw touched the call centre agent's lips. David's esophagus was coated in stomach acid and it had been dry too long. When the cool water went down his throat it hurt. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Came an older woman's voice. “Too much and you will be sick.” 
 
    David didn't recognise the voice but guessed that it belonged to a doctor or nurse. Despite having just puked his stomach contents, he knew the smell of a hospital. It wasn't so much as a lack of smell but more janitors using payloads of detergent and cleaning solvents to nuke every germ. It was the smell of human faeces and blood having been sterilized. 
 
     David opened his eyes and saw a woman in her fifties or sixties in a lab coat. She had dyed her hair black but there was no hiding the wrinkles. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    The straw was taken away and David was about to express how he felt using his best and most profane language modifiers, but decided to just come out of it. “Bad.” 
 
     After the attending nurse had given her ward his hit of water, she looked down on the puddle of bodily fluids that he had just splattered on the floor, just knowing that she would be the one cleaning it up. 
 
     Her scream could be heard from outside. “Oh my god. Oh shit.” she shouted backing away. 
 
    “What?” David and the doctor yelled at the same time. 
 
    What the doctor found would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life. Swimming around in a foul smelling soup of stomach acids were five large bull ants and two squirming maggots. 
 
    The doctor watched in morbid fascination as one of the bull ants got its bearings and attacked and ate the fly larvae. “Jesus Christ.” she yelled and raised her foot, preparing to stomp the lot of the bastards back to Hell. 
 
    “What?” David shouted hearing what sounded like an expensive shoe repeatedly smacking on linoleum. 
 
    “Nothing.” The doctor said, trying to keep her patient calm. “Nurse, get a mop and a bucket.” 
 
    The nurse visibly retched but queasily obeyed her superior. 
 
    Avoiding the nightmarish puddle, the Doctor moved to David's bedside and shined a light in his eyes. “What do you remember?” she asked all the while thinking about the mess on her shoes. 
 
    Still a bit freaked out over the commotion, David thought back. “I was in a car accident and got emergency services to pick me up. I remember waiting on a hill and then...” That was funny; he couldn't remember a thing after that. He shook his head, “Sorry.” 
 
    “It's alright,” the doctor said and looked down at her shoes. “Do you have any family?” 
 
    David thought for a moment, “I have an aunt, but she's in pretty much the same state that I'm in.” 
 
    “I'm going to book you in for some tests. Is that alright?” 
 
    “I'm not really capable of saying no here, Doctor...” David trailed off, waiting for the good doctor to fill in the blanks. 
 
    “Glover.” came the doctor's reply. 
 
    David looked down at himself. Something that the doctor found interesting, “I have to say, you're moving surprising well, considering.” she said. 
 
    “Considering I almost died out there.” David said. He was surprised himself. He felt like crap, but considering that he had just been in a car crash and it was a miracle that he hadn't died. He saw the Doctor hesitate and go to examine his chart. 
 
    She was trying very hard not to freak out. She had just seen a man vomit up a few very large ants and things that she wasn't about to repeat aloud. She kept glancing back and forth between David and his chart, trying to understand what had just happened. 
 
    “Mr Mascoff. There is no easy way to say this but you have been in a coma for some while now,” Glover said. 
 
    David didn't know how to feel about that. Coma? Wasn't that just some stupid plot device that bad drama movies used so they didn't have to pay their actors for a season? He looked at his stomach again. It hadn't been his imagination, he had lost some weight. Another wave of tiredness hit him. He felt drained. He was frightened to ask, “How long?” 
 
    Her hesitation told him that it was more than a week and he inwardly groaned. 
 
    After bracing herself for the inevitable crying, screaming, anger, and denial that was about to come, the doctor said, “Two years.” 
 
    Something happened then that David did not expect, a line of text appeared at the top right hand corner of his vision. 
 
    Quest completed. Wake up. 
 
    You have survived a complete configuration change. 
 
    Reward: New game-like configuration. Your species has been changed to Dungeon Core. 
 
    ***  
 
    David woke up. He didn't so much feel pain but a sense that he had spent an all-nighter writing a detailed report about something meaningless, like his entire life. He was emotionally drained, his mind functioning on autopilot. He didn't know how much time passed but he existed in a state of wanting to do nothing but stare at an empty wall. 
 
    Was he standing or lying down? Was he dead? Was he dying? Was he hungry or thirsty? David couldn't work up the power to give a rat's arse, so he did what many people did when they couldn't get to sleep; he stared at the ceiling and thought about nothing. 
 
    Eventually, he got bored and managed to scan his surroundings. He appeared to be in a small security room, the type of which you would expect to find in a supermarket or department store. Nothing too grand, just a few monitors and a smell of coffee hanging in the air. It was the type of place where varicose veins were born, grew up, and had little babies of their own. 
 
    The dungeon looked down and discovered that he appeared to have lost a bit of weight and that he was wearing his favourite and only real suit. He was unable to get over it, he must have lost over nine or ten kilograms. He was far from skinny but his beer gut had definitely receded. He was also amazed to discover that he was sitting in his favourite computer chair. 
 
    “What happened?” David asked himself. 
 
    In front of him were five computer monitors all displaying various screens and diagnostic tools. To David's left was a door, and to his right there was a coffee pot with a sign on it saying in big bold letters DEATH FOR COFFEE. It was all rather weird. 
 
    David groggily got out of the seat and approached the only door, “Hello?” he called out. When no answer came, the dungeon let himself out and found himself back in the cave. “Crap.” he spat. He was still a God damn cave. Only now his truck was gone. Just what the hell had happened? 
 
    He continued to look around and noticed something. Was the cave bigger than it had been before? The decor hadn't changed, except of course for the security office add-on, which was nice if a little simplistic. It wasn’t like NASA control room big, but it was better than being in a dingy cave. 
 
    There came a buzzing noise from David's pocket, “Is that...” he checked and sure enough it was his phone. To his further astonishment he discovered that he had mail. 
 
    
    
      
      	  To: DungeonMaster@dungeon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Subject: Version 2.0.0.0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dear David Mascoff 
  Thank you for choosing to become the first dungeon in your area. 
  Your current configuration includes; 
  A private sanctuary where you can monitor and interact with your environment, manage your subordinates, and manage your current storage. 
  Limited building abilities. 
  Limited domain expansion. 
  Nullified instinctual abilities. 
  New mutation utilities. 
  New storage system. 
  New manuals. 
  New tutorials. 
  New resources to dungeon points coffee machine. 
  New dungeon points bar. 
  A phone that allows access to functions outside of sanctuary. 
  Sleep mode. 
  Autopilot mode. 
  Warning and notification system. 
  Maintenance bar 
  Internal storage 
  Reports 
  Keep in mind that due to maintenance costs you are only given the very basics of dungeon abilities. As you increase your base dungeon points/DP you can upgrade functions. 
  Enjoy. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    David read and reread the email. It looked like a game update rundown rather than anything else. He looked around at his domain and then back at his phone. There were application shortcuts on the desktop showing various abilities 
 
    Out of curiosity he tapped on the button that looked like a sheet of paper with lines on it. It was his stats page. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dungeon name: Unnamed 
  Dungeon Master: David Mascoff 
  Dungeon type: Rogue 
  Dungeon fairy: N/A 
  Current dungeon points: 53 
  Achievements: 
  I'm my own boss 
  Unexpected guests 
  Earth based 
  Highest level monster: Komai Oatzzi 
  Kills: 2 
  Time since dungeon start: 2 years, 4 months, 16 days, 4 hours, 9 minutes 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    It was then that David stopped reading and turned his attention to the clock, “You're shitting me?” he said to himself. It really had been two years since his crash. That sucked. That had to be the longest update in history. What did he have, friggin' dial-up? 
 
    He wondered how his body was doing. Had he died of a heart attack? Was he still working in a call centre? Had he gotten himself a girlfriend? That last one was improbable but so was him being a dungeon. 
 
    Getting more curious, David turned to the button with what looked like a goblin. 
 
    It appeared as if this was some kind of database with all the creatures he killed, owned, or had on file. He looked at the buttons. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Australian species: 
  European Wasp 
  Bull Ant 
  Blow Fly 
  Insect Race: 
  European Wasp 
  Bull Ant 
  Blow Fly 
  Hell Butterfly 
  Demon Race: 
  Hell Butterfly 
  Exotic: 
  Komai Oatzzi 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Komai oatzzi? That was what Morgan was? David clicked on her name and read her stats. 
 
    Monster species: Komai oatzzi 
 
    Native homeland: Alora 
 
    Type: Exotic 
 
    Rarity: Scarce 
 
    Special contract powers: Larger storage bank, ravenous hunger, space folding. 
 
    Description: Komai oatzza started off as bags of holding. Through experimentations by wizards they turned into a sentient race of beings who exist only to eat. Eventually one of these creatures was destroyed by a dungeon, that dungeon then manufactured hundreds of these monsters. 
 
    When the dungeon was destroyed these creatures were set free to devour the world. 
 
    Komai oatzza are considered both a calamity and a sign of prosperity, as killing this creature results in its body expelling all of its contents. Entire mountains have been eaten and later expelled by the death of a family of komai oatzza. 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” David said aloud. It was starting to sound like killing Morgan had been the right call after all. If he had let her go she could have eaten half the planet before somebody ended her. That was all the world needed, a cute, sexy black hole that some kid would confuse for a cabbage patch kid. But what was this about dungeon abilities? 
 
    He clicked on a tab and was immediately transported to a dungeon wiki, which was really awesome. 
 
    It seemed that it wasn't just fairies that dungeons could make contracts with. Humans, plants, insects. Anything with an ounce of sentience was fair game. The dungeon provided a base of operations, gave the creature abilities, and did a whole bunch of other cool stuff. 
 
    If he had bonded with the hell butterfly, which he guessed was that mosquito girl; all he would have been able to summon were demons and insects. Morgan would have been tougher as she was a magical construct, an item given life. Rarest of the rare, hardest to make, expensive, and total dog shit. Morgan would have driven him into what could only be described as financial ruin. 
 
    This, of course, didn't mean that staying independent was a good thing. Without a bonded creature, David couldn't buy any mythical monsters with his dungeon point reserves. He had to lure in the natural fauna and then mutate the hell out of them if he wanted anything useful. This was an uphill battle. 
 
    If another dungeon ever decided to attack David, they would be using dragons while he would be still playing with ants and dingoes. Their animals would be tougher, more experienced, and they would be able to shoot lightning out of their dicks. A few ants might take on a fairy but they were going to be shit against a suit of living armour or a fire elemental. 
 
    Going through what a bonded creature could give him, David was both intrigued and horrified. 
 
    Morgan could have given his storehouses a massive boost, allowing him to store a ridiculous amount of materials, and she would have given him access to making bags of holding. He was starting to rethink killing her when he read what ravenous hunger did. 
 
    Ravenous hunger would have caused him to go utterly insane with hunger and he would have been compelled to eat everything. Now, anyone who would have seen David eat a pizza would have made a crack about that, but this wouldn't have been a craving for a bag of chips. This was three weeks starving hunger. David already had almost zero self-control; he couldn't imagine what that would have done to him. 
 
    He already knew what he would find but he checked on the hell butterfly's page. 
 
    Monster species: Hell Butterfly 
 
    Native homeland: Lower realms, fey lands. 
 
    Rarity: Uncommon 
 
    Special dungeon powers: Torturing delight, abyssal portal, glamour magic 
 
    Description: The great demon and fey torturers keep these bugs as pets and tools. Hell butterflies eat pain and misery and have been known to swarm in places of great suffering. Not just able to drain a victim of their pain, these insidious beings enjoy causing as much agony as possible. To a hell butterfly, every pain is a spice that they want to taste. 
 
    What the hell was this uncommon shit? David had never even heard about a hell butterfly. They didn't even come up in fantasy novels. Uncommon where? 
 
    He really didn't want to but he checked the special abilities that he would have gotten off the demon bug. If he had made a contract with the hell bug, not only would he have gotten the ability to create portals to hell, but she would have given him the ability to convert a person's pain into DP. David's whole dungeon would have turned into a snuff movie. Hostel goes Aussie. 
 
    David moved into the security office. Needing his fix to calm his shaken nerves, he grabbed the coffee pot and poured himself a cup. He sniffed the contents, not really caring if it smelt like stale sewage. As he took a whiff, he grinned. That was the stuff. No foreign brands, no exotic flavours. Just pure caffeine goodness. 
 
    The moment that the first drop of coffee touched David's lips the monitors gave off warning lights. He took a second gulp and looked into the screen. His dungeon points just shot up by fifteen points. Which was good, except that one of the other icons proved to be flashing. 
 
    “What is it now?” he growled. He clicked on the button and found himself looking at a spreadsheet of his internal storeroom. 
 
    David was impressed. The storehouse not only collected raw materials, it also held finished objects. His car was seriously messed up but the raw materials that it provided weren't something to sneeze at. Nearly a ton of plastic, steel, and oil had been sucked into his storage space. The objects that his body had stashed in his boot had also survived and he could take them out whenever he wanted to. So what was the problem? 
 
    David looked and saw that his storage had gone from 1000/1000 to 950/1000. Not sure exactly what happened, he took another gulp of coffee and watched as his dungeon points shot up to 83 and his storage went down by another fifty. 
 
    David, who was not an idiot, looked down at his cup and got a sickening feeling. Carefully he put down his mug, making sure as to not spill a drop. 
 
    It turns out that David had the ability to sacrifice items for energy. There were upgrades you could purchase to improve the ratio, but it looked as if every sip of coffee cost him 50 points of building materials. Which by the E=MC2 law was a really inefficient way to do things. David had just drunk enough potential energy to turn the planet into dust and only got... Well, he didn't know what 30 points could buy him but the conversion rate sucked. 
 
    Quickly, he looked at what his coffee habit had cost him and felt sick. One trailer load of dirt, forty insect bodies, and his spare tyre. Nothing that could be useful at the moment, but knowing that he had just drank ground up dirt and bugs did not make things better. 
 
    Wanting to know more about his new job before he adjusted his seat and accidentally blew himself up, David proposed to read the hell out of the instruction manual, or he would have if one of the screens hadn't lit up. 
 
    Warning. Dimension breach detected. Incoming. 
 
    “Fuck me,” David shouted. Without much choice he moved to the monster menu. Looking back at the screen it appeared that David had mere seconds to react. Not bothering to read the tutorial, he prepared to spend points like crazy. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Monster name 
  
      	  Type 
  
      	  Size 
  
      	  Cost Dungeon points. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bull ant 
  
      	  Insect 
  
      	  Tiny 
  
      	  0.5 
  
     
 
      
      	  European wasp 
  
      	  Insect 
  
      	  Tiny 
  
      	  0.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blow fly 
  
      	  Insect 
  
      	  Tiny 
  
      	  0.3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hell butterfly 
  
      	  Insect/demon 
  
      	  Tiny 
  
      	  213 
  
     
 
      
      	  Komai Oatzzi 
  
      	  Exotic 
  
      	  Small 
  
      	  705 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    He could choose power or numbers. One of the hell butterflies or a shit load of common bugs. Still having the fear that one of his creations would get ideas backstabbing his arse; David went for a good old fashioned swarm. 
 
    He drank the rest of his coffee which brought him down to 800 storage points and his DP up to 113. 
 
    Looking at his monitor in awe, David watched his army spawn into existence. There were no portals or anything like that, instead the insects punched through the solid earth, having seemingly burrowed inside. Almost instantaneously, two hundred bull ants were brought into his service. 
 
    From his seat, the dungeon had to admit that it was a frightful fucking sight. Two hundred of some of the nastiest monsters that Australia had to offer. A snake wouldn't take this swarm on. With that number it wouldn't be hard to believe that a full grown man might die if attacked. 
 
    Now that David had his fodder, it was time for some air support. Fifty wasps were brought in and David's stores dropped to just over 700 points. 
 
    No one liked wasps. European wasps were a naturally pissed off plague in Australia. Fifty of the highly aggressive blighters were enough to make a squad of marines back off. One down your throat was an instant kill. 
 
    David looked at his current DP pool. 
 
    Dungeon points:  3. 
 
    He placed the bug zapper at the centre of the dungeon. No. No, that wasn't a good idea. The light would only work on insects and anything could pop up. David accessed his storage and inserted a hook onto the wall. Or to be more precise, the hook grew out from the wall like a flower. 
 
    He made sure to place it on the wall opposite to the exit; he wouldn't want another hell bug so much as looking for an escape route. Next, he got the ants to hide up in the ceiling. After all, no one looks up. Next... 
 
    Time ran out. 
 
    On the monitor, David watched as a patch of water came pouring out of thin air. These fuckers definitely didn't bother knocking. 
 
    He hurriedly ran outside of the office. David would just have to distract whatever came through. Australia already had enough problems with non-native animals, and making a contract seemed to come with too high a price. 
 
    It had been a good thing that David had put his army on the ceiling, by the time he got out of the office the water had already climbed up to his ankles and most of it was draining out of the dungeon's exit. He closed the door to his office just as his new guest came through. 
 
    It was big, bigger even than the truck. Its body was slick and smooth, the better to strike fast and hit even harder. David, of course, wasn't interested in its aerodynamic design as all he saw flying at him were rows and rows of dagger-like teeth. The longest one as big his foot. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” David screamed as the creature's huge mouth swallowed him whole. The dungeon caught glimpses of organs and meat as he phased through the creature’s body. 
 
    David opened his eyes and found himself back inside his office. He patted himself down, recalling what he had learned from his previous guests. 
 
    It was then that he realised that this wasn't his body. Or that was to say what looked like his body was nothing more than a game avatar. The only way that he could die was... Actually, besides his contracted animal dying David didn't know if he could die, he would have to look that up. 
 
    For now, he concentrated on exploding into righteous fury. This fucker had come into his home looking to con him? Fuck that. This was his game and he was going to play it his goddamn way. 
 
    He turned to the computer monitor, “Alright arsehole, I'm gonna mess your day up.” 
 
    At first David didn't understand what he was looking at. What had just landed in his domain was a great white shark with a luminescent bulb growing out of its forehead. The thing was flopping around like mad and though it didn't have proper mouth to form the words, David found that he could understand it. 
 
    “Dungeon. I beg of you. Help me. Water.” The shark called out. 
 
    David guessed that the shark had been thinking that this was an underwater dungeon. Even if David wanted to, which he didn't, he couldn't save the shark. His water supplies included two full bottles of spring water and he had a feeling that this guy liked his water salty. That did give him an idea though. 
 
    Going to the building menu he drained the water that the shark came with. There, now his building supplies increased by twenty points. 
 
    “Noooo.” the shark cried out in terror. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The whole making monsters thing from thin air didn't make a flip of sense. The dungeon supposed that if they were just light constructs like out of Red Dwarf or something, then yeah, it possibly could make sense. But the guy doing the math would have to be drinking something like bleach to get the theory going. 
 
    It was like teleportation and giant spaceships going faster than the speed of light. Science fiction was full of that kind of shit. It didn't make sense. It was cartoon logic. And yet, David had made life. No billions of years of evolution, no scientific explanation. Just point, click, and there was an ant. 
 
    It turns out that creatures made with dungeon points were more like robots than living creatures. When they moved outside of the dungeon domain they disintermediated into dust. The wiki however, indicated that they could reproduce with real creatures and the offspring of such an unholy union could go outside. Which was how Morgan's people were able to escape their dungeon. 
 
    Another complication was that his corporeal body was actually his core. 
 
    A dungeon core was effectively a dungeon's heart or engine. It generated energy, which it used to support its monsters and gave the dungeon a DP over time. There was also another and very real danger in that the core and the dungeon were linked, and if the core ever died then both David’s were fucked. 
 
    David was still getting some energy from his core and his army of ants, so he wasn't completely screwed, yet. Right now he was breaking even, but if a few hundred bugs left or died that could quickly change. 
 
    The dungeon looked down at his tiny kingdom. A line of bull ants were bringing in a trail of leaves, dead bugs, and small rocks which they either ate or David turned them over to his storage bin. 
 
    Speaking of the storage bin, the dungeon had made some rough estimations and he figured one ton of dirt constituted about six hundred storage points. But there was more to the storage than just weight and mass. You also factored in the object's rarity, its complexity, and how easy it was to transform into energy. 
 
    It was kind of like eating grass and sugar in a way. Sugar was nearly pure chemical energy so it was easy to get fat off it, and while you could extrapolate sugar from grass it would actually cost more energy to eat a bag of grass clippings than a few teaspoons of raw sugar. 
 
    So he had a long time to go before he could take another sip of coffee, for a coffee addict such as himself this was torture. 
 
    It was now day five since David's GUI update and progress was pure agony. 
 
    Morgan had been right. As his workers ate the surrounding rocks, the material went straight to his storage shed. Another interesting thing was that, on occasion, a bunch of energy came out of nowhere and David could manage to get a free DP. 
 
     With a few mouse clicks, the dungeon was able to see his current progress. 
 
    He had wanted a room that was 3 meters by 3 meters. He also wanted it 3 meters high. Not counting the security office or the entrance, it was going to be his first real room. 
 
    David planned to turn this dank shithole into the motherfucking Batcave. The main problem was that a thousand ants and a few spiders weren't exactly the best workforce. Sure, if you went by scale of work to their actual size they were amazing, but it would take years, or possibly decades to get half a room built. David needed something bigger if the Dave cave was going to be more than a dream. 
 
    For the tenth time that hour, he scanned his creature list for anything that had changed. His eyes drifted over to his latest entry. 
 
    Monster species: Fori 
 
    Native homeland: Mye 
 
    Type: Fish 
 
    Rarity: Common 
 
    Special contract powers: Blood tracking, blood frenzy 
 
    Description: The Fori empire stretches from multiple oceans. While nowhere near the largest predator in Mye, they are some of the most savage. 
 
    The contract bonuses were pretty basic. David could give his monsters a shark's sense of smell, allowing them to track a bleeding opponent over vast distances. The other upgrade gave his minions a berserker mode when the enemy got wounded. Neither option interested him. 
 
    What David was more interested in was the shark's body. Instead of turning it in for 30 DP, which was a very tasty idea, he allowed the Fori's corpse to remain in the starting room. Nothing attracts flies and bugs like a dead fish. 
 
    Unfortunately, it had worked a little too well. 
 
    It seemed as if every fly in the Northern Territory was in David's little room. Blow flies and march flies. Worse, European wasps had shown their fucking heads and had started laying eggs in the Fori's mouth. And as much as he loathed every single one of them, the dungeon was forced to concede that he needed them. 
 
    Through some playing around, David was able to create an energy bar which allowed him to see how things worked on a deeper level. He set up with zero to ten points. Each one of the putrid creatures added a single spark of energy pool. Individually it was nothing, but when you combined all of the thousands of flies together the energy bar was slowly going up. 
 
    Without much to do, he watched the bar slowly climb. When the bar restarted with no sign of where the energy went, he did a little more fiddling around and after many hours of thinking, decided to expand the bar to a hundred. But it was only until he increased the bar to a thousand that he understood what was happening. 
 
    David was actually making DP. 
 
    Every time the bar turned to a thousand, the dungeon obtained one single point that he could use later. 
 
    There was just one problem; the thing was as slow as his dead grandfather. He was currently making one DP every four days, and every creature that he summoned ate at that energy regeneration. Create too many insect puppets and David would go into the red. 
 
    It couldn't just be a one off payment. Oh, noooo. That would have been too easy. There had to be an accumulative cost. You couldn't just have a horde of zombies and skeletons and expect them to work for free. You had to give them dental and time and a half. 
 
    This meant that David needed to bring in more insects and animals if he hoped to really play with the system. 
 
    “Why does everything have to be so fucking complicated?” David had once screamed at the monitor. 
 
    One curious thing was that the energy regen, which was what David referred to as his maintenance costs, were not stable. There were the occasional boosts and it wasn't until he began playing around with the flies that he understood what was happening. Every time that something died, the dungeon got a single burst of energy from that creature's death. It wasn't much, a blip. But it forced him to go back through the logs and analyse the data. 
 
    The dungeon couldn't access the information before his upgrade but he did see something. When the Fori died, he received nearly seven and a half dungeon points. Which was vastly more energy than he would have gotten if the animal had lived. 
 
    He came to one conclusion. 
 
    “I have to kill to get anywhere,” he said aloud. The dungeon avatar's eyes moved to his precious coffee pot. The words DEATH FOR COFFEE taunting him. 
 
    He got up out of his chair and paced the room, speaking to himself as he did so, “No. No. I'm not killing anyone. There isn't even anyone out here to kill. I'll just stick to getting more flies. I mean, there's no real rush. For all I know my stupid core could end up getting hit by a bus two seconds from now.” 
 
    David took a look around his security room, the only sanctuary he had. It hadn't been a week and he was bored out of his bloody mind. Needing something to occupy his time with, the dungeon returned to his seat and began to examine the wiki. 
 
    Dungeon 
 
    The species, Locas Ventris, is a curious species of creature that takes on the appearance of a room or landscape. Locas Ventris naturally exist across the multiverse, in a variety of realms where the lines between worlds intercept. It is also possible that Locas Ventris can be man-made using synthesised dungeon cores. 
 
    They are creatures of the abstract. A source of wealth, a curse, a home, and a prison. Many people see these places as a threat to their survival, while others see them as cradle of civilisation. 
 
    In some barren worlds the Locas Ventris was the focal point of life itself. Dwarves, elves, fairies, demons, and humans. Some can trace their lineage to one simple cave or patch of forest. Through time, dungeons grow to the point where accession is possible and become the world's gods...  
 
    It all kind of blurred together after that. From what David was picking up, some outside forces used dungeons to seed other worlds. He supposed that made some sense. Dungeons didn't need food in the general sense, nor did they need oxygen. 
 
    David thought about it into terms of something like NASA dropping a biosphere on Mars and giving it a reasonably intelligent AI. They would use another creature as a base, and instead of waiting for something to happen in billions of years or so, they could have sentient creatures pop up in a few centuries. 
 
    What was surprising was that the wiki's knowledge was very limited. Being a dungeon himself, the avatar thought that if anyone knew more about a dungeon it would be another dungeon, but that theory was starting to look like utter shit. 
 
    Exhausted from pure boredom, David closed his eyes and decided that he had earned a nap. Before he could shift into unconsciousness however, a prompt brought him back to the waking world. 
 
    You have slept for 25 hours and 7 minutes. Your raiding team has successfully attacked a European wasp nest and have brought back the following spoils. 
 
    1 wasp nest. 
 
    1 wasp queen. 
 
    2397 wasp larvae. 
 
    1252 insect corpses. 
 
    You have lost 48 bull ants and 9 wasps. 
 
    David shrugged. There were always more where they came from. What disturbed him more was the sleep-mode function. He had not felt tired since becoming a dungeon, but simply resting his eyes had resulted in an entire day being wasted. 
 
    He would look at the settings later. 
 
    A trumpet blew through the speakers and David looked at his monitor to see that he had received another window. 
 
    Congratulations. 
 
    You have earned the achievement Insect Initiate. 
 
    You have shown that you have a way with insects. 
 
    5% more control over insects. 
 
    Well, that was nice and all, but what David needed most was some real monsters and miners. 
 
    He stared at the monitor for a moment longer; expecting another prompt or email to surface, but nothing came. He turned his focus to the ants that were carrying the nest around on their backs like it was a soccer trophy. 
 
    It was all too slow. If you didn't count the Japanese light novels, David knew that he had a surprisingly good start, but he needed more than ants and flies. He needed some real powerhouses, real monsters; miners, and things that could drag in trees. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, the dungeon avatar noticed that the monster icon was flashing. He clicked on it, sure that it was just an update on the wasp counter or some new spider that managed to crawl inside. 
 
    A tutorial-like window popped up. 
 
    While other dungeons have access to magic and various anomalies, your basic knowledge of your world's science has allowed you access to other methods to create monsters. You now have enough resources to modify your creatures in various ways. You have unlocked, Splice, Evolve, and Mutate. 
 
    “Okay.” David trailed off. 
 
    He didn't know what set this off but he would take it. With nothing else to do today, David followed the tutorial's instructions. He clicked on the splice button. 
 
    Genetic splicing is still a new science that involves taking the DNA and RNA of creatures and overwriting them with other traits. Select a minion which will act as the base ingredient, then select a second creature with the characteristics that you want. Build a genetics lab to understand and refine the process. 
 
    Genetics lab? Well that would be cool to have if David was able to make his first fucking room. 
 
    Following the tutorial, he selected a bull ant and he got a list of the animals that he could splice them with, including Morgan and the hell butterfly. Not liking the idea of creating a hell ant, David decided to mix an ant with a wasp. A combination that couldn't possibly have ill effects. 
 
    He watched as the ant's exoskeleton became pure white. The abomination that burst free of the cocoon was like a kick to God's teeth. It was definitely ant-like, but it was about the size of a teaspoon and it had the type of arse a Kardashian would admire. A hooked stinger stuck out of its bum like a crooked turd, its end dribbling a yellowish poison. 
 
    A sound distracted David’s attention. 
 
    Congratulations. You have created your first unique monster. 
 
    The Australian Devilweeper. 
 
    Congratulations. You have unlocked Berserk mutation. 
 
    Congratulations. You have unlocked Devilweeper Neruotoxin mutation. 
 
    “Mother of God!” David shouted, he turned his head back to his new monster and cringed. 
 
    The Devilweeper was completely out of control. It sent its arse flying in every direction like an epileptic fencer, managing to sting twenty bull ants in about two seconds. 
 
    David tapped rapidly on his mouse trying to gain some control over the evil bug. A warning sign flashed in the corner of the screen. 
 
    Creature is out of control. You cannot influence creature. 
 
    Well, that wasn't good. Seeing that this thing was a true terror, David had no choice but to destroy his creation. Using a short-cut key, he selected all of his armies and had them murder the Devilweeper. 
 
    The thing lasted a whole second before it was torn limb from limb. Even when its head was bitten off, the Devilweeper wanted just one more kill.  
 
    “Jesus,” David breathed. 
 
    It took several hours of blatant procrastination before the dungeon AI attempted to create his next monster. It was more out of boredom than anything else. He wasn't exactly going anywhere except slowly insane. The problem was that he wasn't really swimming in the type of creatures that he particularly liked. 
 
    Even a yapping Chihuahua with mange was a step above what David had to play with. 
 
    This time he selected something that was less likely to blow up in his face. He selected a common moth and tried the evolution tab. 
 
    From what you understand of the natural sciences you have unlocked forceful evolution. Evolution is a slow process, taking millions of years of breeding in and out traits. From simple microorganisms into the mighty dinosaurs. Unfortunately, your limited understanding of this very complex science narrows your possibilities. 
 
     First select a minion that is under your control. 
 
    The screen had changed so that it was now split in half. 
 
    David selected the common moth and was given a description of the tiny thing. 
 
    Name: Moth. 
 
    Race: Insect. 
 
    Rarity: Common. 
 
    Traits: Flying, metamorphosis, insectoid. 
 
    Habitat: Cave. 
 
    Food: Plant fibres. 
 
    Accomplishments: None. 
 
    David's eyes were immediately drawn to the accomplishments. The more accomplishments a creature had the larger the chance that a creature had to change. Of course, evolution was a bit more complicated than that. Evolution was about adaptation. So making a rat do the Macarena for a laugh and hitting the evolution button wasn't a guarantee that he would somehow create a Latino dancing, and singing rat. 
 
    As this was just an exercise, David hit the evolution button. A prompt appeared. 
 
    How much DP would you like to invest in the moth's evolution? The more DP you invest the higher the success of creating a deviation and the more variations you can pick. 
 
    “Alllrright,” David trailed off. It seems like he was going to have to pay if he wanted to create his mutant army. Yay for fucking micro-payments. 
 
    David invested five DP in his moth and prayed to Darwin that he hadn't betrayed the race of man. 
 
    The picture of the moth slowly dissolved and in its place was a loading screen showing a strand of DNA being broken up and reassembled. It was looking as if even stuck as a mythical creature you still had to deal with loading screens. 
 
    That's when something truly horrible burst onto David's screen. Something that caused the blood in his veins to go cold and his imaginary bowels to scrunch up into a knot. 
 
    “You're shitting me?” David said, seeing the advertisement for a tower defence game. “You have to be fucking with me. What the hell?” If it wasn't bad enough that YouTube sold out, now the bastards found a way to somehow send ads to his dungeon. 
 
    By reflex, he hit the exit button and was returned to his evolution screen. It was a second or two before the dungeon truly realised what had just happened, he had just passed up the chance to buy a game. A real game. Not this shitty dungeon thing but a computer game. And if he could get computer games... 
 
    “Netflix!” David tapped on the screens, trying to get back the screen. “Come on baby. Youtube. Hell, I'll take Foxtell. Please. Please.” 
 
    David tried to find it but couldn't. The icons and settings stayed where they were, nothing changed. “Ahhh!” he screamed and thumped the desk with his fists, “That's okay. When the next ad comes up, I'll get it. No problem.” 
 
    David looked at his evolution screen. It appeared as if the moth could evolve into two variations. One had its wings pure black and the other moth had a hint of blue on its abdomen like it was trying to sneak on a pair of jeans. Neither of them was worth the five dungeon points they cost to make. 
 
    Unable to get out of the swap, he regretfully chose the black winged moth only because it looked more interesting. It didn't even earn a congratulations. If he wanted to get anywhere he was going to have to spend the big bucks. 
 
    This time he went for the mutation tab. 
 
    Mutations are traits and abilities that you have discovered and can give your creatures. Each creature has a certain number of mutation points that can be utilized based on its size and nature. 
 
    You currently have these mutations. 
 
    Berserk. 
 
    Minion type: Any. 
 
    Rarity: Common. 
 
    Giving this to a creature will make it uncontrollable and act violently towards everything. 
 
    2 mutation points. 
 
      
 
    Devilweeper neurotoxin. 
 
    Minion type: Insect, Plant, Beasts. 
 
    Rarity: Uncommon. 
 
    People might think poisons and neurotoxins are the same but you know better. Neurotoxins attack the nervous system, causing paralysis and permanently damaging motor control. The sting of a Devilweeper will not only cause a 7 on the pain meter and partial paralysis, but it also causes the wound to constantly weep bloody pus that attracts other Devilweepers 
 
    5 mutation points. 
 
    There didn't look like much of a choice. Either he was going to make a creature that was so insane that he couldn't hope to control it, or make it insanely venomous. 
 
    A thought came to David, “Hello hello.” he leaned forward in his chair as if conspiring with the display. It looked as if he could play with some plants. 
 
    Over the course of their raids, the ants had managed to gather a few seeds. The dungeon hadn't really needed to plant them as he didn't have much room or a light source, but not having much else to do; the dungeon selected a thorn bush seed and selected neurotoxin mutation. The thorn bush had seven mutation points available. 
 
    David was surprised at how many mutation points he could give the seed. Then again, he didn't know if seven was a lot or if it was nothing. 
 
    A second later and several new prompts appeared. 
 
    Congratulations. You have made Satan's Prickle Bush. The thorns of this bush are coated in Devilweeper venom. 
 
    “That is just evil.” David said. He pictured some sad sod getting pricked by a single thorn and getting swarmed by an entire nest of those evil things. When the dungeon returned to the desktop he discovered that a new icon had popped up, depicting a gold trophy. With nothing else to do, he clicked on it. 
 
    New quest alert. Successfully evolve ten creatures into monsters. 0/10 
 
    New quest alert. Synthesize 10 new monsters using splice. 1/10 
 
    New quest alert. Discover mutations. 2/5 
 
    New quest alert. Find your core. 
 
    Your core has gone missing, find and reconnect with it. 
 
    Reward: Unknown. 
 
    Penalty for not completing: Loss of Dungeon points per day. 
 
    New quest alert. Raider I. 
 
    Successfully send your minions out of your domain and have them gather new tools and minions. 2/10. 
 
    Reward: 5 Dungeon points. 
 
    New quest alert. Make your first room. 
 
    A dungeon with only one room is a pitiful thing indeed. Create your first room. 
 
    Reward: Access to room types. 
 
    For the first time, David now had a clear goal in mind. The raids were easy enough, he had enough ants and wasps to pick up a beer bottle and drag it back, it was just going to be a pain in the arse. The monster making and the core quest were going to be the more difficult to achieve. As for the room, it was as slow as a glacier. The sun was going to burn up before he finished that quest. 
 
    He was sure that he was going to need more than a few ants if he was going to get out of the dungeon equivalent of the nappy phase. 
 
    David viewed his kingdom, his nerd mind working through the processes. He now had a clear goal. This was good. Goals were good. The dungeon's tools and resources were limited however, but that was just a matter of creativity. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    A crack made of golden luminescence cut deeply in the skin of the wall. For an awkward second nothing happened, there was a lot of silence and very little else, but then the crack began to grow. 
 
    The crack in the wall grew like the interest on a student loan. Slowly, millimetre by millimetre it spread, gaining speed with every passing moment. The sound was like an enthusiastic dog trying to dig through a cement floor. 
 
    It branched up and out, transforming from a simple scratch and into a drunken spiderweb of fissures. Curiously, for all the scratching and the breaks in the stonework, not a particle of dirt fell onto the ground or was cast adrift in the air. 
 
    After a handful of seconds the cracks slowed and eventually stopped. What had been a solid slab of stone and dirt was now, a doorway made of light and shadow. 
 
    Despite golden light peeking through the fissures, the light never truly filled the chamber nor did it touch the opposite wall, it was as if the universe would not allow the radiance to fully exist. Except for the light of a single, humming lamp, the cave remained in the dark. 
 
    A fist, covered in black steel punched through the now weakened stone. The hand opened up, as if tasting the air and then grabbing at it. Instead of the crunching of stone, a muddy sucking noise tore through the tiny cave. A forearm emerged from the hole in the wall followed by a man's grunting curse. 
 
    The man let out one more scream as he found his freedom. Particularly exhausted, he fell to the ground, panting and sucking for every breath. 
 
    From the corner of the chamber, a dark form watched the spectacle. Its back hugged the wall as if needing the extra support, happy to study this new thing that intruded upon its world. The figure noticed that the doorways golden light rippled with more shadows. Others were coming. 
 
    On the ground the man sputtered. His waving locks, his beard, and his eyes seemed to mirror the cold black armour. His yellow and green teeth seemed to be the only colour on him and he expressed his frustrations through snarls. 
 
    “That fool Erik Highion. I should have killed him when I had the chance,” The man in black cursed. 
 
    The figure in the corner continued to watch. The man was like a walking cliché, a living example of every villain in every story book. They could feel that a festering darkness lay inside this human. Anger, frustration, narcissism, and a self-importance that would get him far in any reality tv show. He was beautifully irredeemable. 
 
    By the time the man in black was on his feet, four more heavily armed soldiers were inside the cave. The man's followers wore simple steel armour and bore a mark the figure in the corner didn't recognize. They honoured their leader by bearing his mark, and in return, when they went to sleep and realised what they had done, they could blame each of their deeds upon their dark master. 
 
    That was how each of them lived with themselves. It was how they survived. They were innocent. It was their master's fault. They were just following orders. 
 
    The man in black glowered at the room, “Where in the abyss is this? This is not Skomahain.” He reached within his armour and drew out a semi-precious stone on a gold chain. With but the power of his cold will, the gemstone burst into light. “Better,” he said, glad something was still dependable. 
 
    The man in black admired his new surroundings. He was in a cave, there were scattered bottles on the ground and what looked like somebody's broken bed. 
 
    This was definitely not his stronghold. “Where am I? Chal? Issión? It smells like home but there is something else in the air.” he placed his hand on his armour, “Why aren't you speaking to me Ie? Where has your voice gone?” 
 
    Then he saw her. 
 
    Pressing her back against the wall was a young girl. The pathetic thing was dressed in a tattered rubbish bag, her skin and hair filthy. She stared at the men with wide eyes and a fearful expression. 
 
    “Who... who are you? What are you doing in my home? How did you appear like that?” her words came so quickly that the man in black wondered when she had time to breathe. She also spoke in a strange language that none of his men recognized. 
 
    One of the soldiers under the man in black's command moved towards a sheet which acted as the cave's front door. Outside it was night, the heavens displaying both stars and satellites which stared down upon him with indifference. 
 
    He looked at the barren landscape. It was like no desert that he had ever seen, life was all around him but it was just so desolate. He turned his attentions back towards the stars and squinted, “My lord. I do not recognize the constellations.” 
 
    The man in black wasn't listening. He was still feeling the loss of the battle. “Curse you, Highion. I will carve my name into your flesh. I will rebuild your damn village just so I can burn it over again. I will...” 
 
    “Um. Hello,” A small girl said trying to get someone’s attention. 
 
    The man in black's eyes locked onto the girl like a heat-seeking missile. He took a dangerous step towards her, his hand on the handle of his sword. 
 
    The girl was dressed in mouldy tunic, her dark skin had flecks of dirt on it and her eyes seemed dispassionate. Her hair was the colour of soot and she stood crookedly as if she had a limp. 
 
    Seeing that she may have done something silly, the girl picked up a glass bottle. She presented it to the man like it was a fruit basket, “I have some water if you...” 
 
    The man in black backhanded the bottle from the child's hands and it smashed against the ground. How dare she speak to him. This little bitch needed to be taught who her betters were. 
 
    A cruel smile stretched across his face. He would show her and Highion what happened when you tried to cross him. 
 
    Not caring if she screamed or not, the man in black forced his lips onto his latest victim. He needed to vent his frustrations and this tiny thing before him was perfect. Besides, he had never met a child with black skin before, maybe she would be fun to leave in a crying mess. 
 
    The soldiers, used to such acts, examined the area. Their host had very little in the way of belongings. 
 
    “Ahhh,” One of them cursed. His compatriots immediately drew their weapons and swung towards him. They found their comrade stomping on ground furiously. He held his hand up to them, “Spider bit me.” 
 
    The other three men shook their heads and one managed a laugh before a curtain of thriving darkness fell on their heads. 
 
    Ants the size of pinkies and spiders the size of an adult man's hand landed on the soldiers and began biting them. They scurried into their armour, hair, anywhere there was flesh, and they began to bite and sting. 
 
    The soldiers screamed and tried to smack the insects away. From every bottle thousands of mosquitoes flew out, and out of every hole in the cave walls a mass of wasps came into the room, their wings angrily beating the air. 
 
    Thousands of insects attacked the four men, who danced and swung their arms in a futile attempt to clean themselves. Their size, armour, and weapons were ineffective against the army that was injecting them with both poison and pain. 
 
    The man who had been closest at the door attempted to leave, not realising that his back was covered in some of the most toxic spiders this country had to offer. The smallest of them leaving the greatest mark. 
 
    He was about to step outside when he stepped on something fat and heavy. The slug exploded and concentrated acid blew into the soldier shoe. He ran out of the cave, fifteen hundred wasps flying after him. In the morning, he would lay face down on the ground, his eyes gone and his body so bloated from spider bites that he would not be recognizable. 
 
    The venom burning through their organs, the other three soldiers were on their knees. The wasps had stung out their eyes and attacked their throats. They could no longer breathe; the pain that was now saturating their systems had gone beyond description. 
 
    One of the remaining soldiers raised his hand to his lord, pleadingly. Their lord knew the arcane arts; surely this was nothing to him. Had the man's eyes not been swollen over he would have seen that his master had been the first to perish. 
 
    *** 
 
    From his control room, David had watched everything and really wished he hadn't. 
 
    When the motherfucker had tried to molest Malaria, David had had enough. A push of the button; that was all it took for five wasps to squeeze into the pedophile’s mouth and start stabbing everything. 
 
    The sick son of a bitch fought back at first. The douchebag tried to punch David's puppet back, but his fist only managed to sink into the Malaria’s modulating flesh. 
 
    David looked at the fucking scumbag. Even for him it was hard to tell what was armour and what were flies and ants. It all seemed to mesh into one senseless black mass. If the man had been wearing white his boys probably would have noticed the scores of crawling insects that had been navigating his polished suit, trying to find their way inside. 
 
    Black might have looked cool but it was a bitch to keep clean. 
 
    David did not want to think what any of these arseholes could have done if they made it to a farmhouse or a school. 
 
    As he contemplated on what to do with the points that he had just obtained he selected his latest monster. 
 
    Name: Swarm golem: mimic variation. 
 
    Race: Construct, insect, dungeon born. 
 
    Rarity: Unique. 
 
    Strength: Ambush, illusion, pheromones. 
 
    Weakness: Fire, cold. 
 
    Cost: 1200 DP 
 
    Thousands of some of the most dangerous insects in Australia went into making this golem. At the heart of this construction, buried within the layers of poison bugs and spiders is a hell butterfly. The hell butterfly surrounds the golem in a glamour which not only masks its true form but attracts prey. 
 
    It had been a fucking bitch to make. He then spent a second looking at his other creation. 
 
    It had been a hassle forcefully opening the dead car battery, but the dungeon had done it through persistence and ingenuity. It then became a trick to combine his ants with the battery acid. At first he had thought it would create some electrical bug but the results had proved much more fun. 
 
    Name: Bunker maker. 
 
    Race: Insect, dungeon born. 
 
    Rarity: Unique. 
 
    Strength: Acid, biting, burrowing. 
 
    Weakness: Fire, cold. 
 
    Cost: 2 DP 
 
    These ants have a sac filled with corrosive acid which they use to dissolve rocks and metal. When the sac is punctured, the pressurised acid squirts in all directions. While normal ants prefer to put their nests inside loose dirt, bunker makers prefer the security of boulders. 
 
    David had been trying to duplicate a comic book hero's powers. Using his influence to control the ants and making them do tricks. It hadn't been until he had made his fifth cartoonishly large ant fist that he had gotten the idea to make a humanoid. 
 
    The first attempts sucked so badly that they weren't worth discussing. It had looked like an undulating sack of meat and it had just been utter shit. 
 
    As the days went by he slowly began to work things out using sticks as bones, using stones as markers for joints and then teaching the thousands of ants to bend one single joint. The problem was that the thing took a lot of micro-managing. 
 
    Unable to handle the delicate movements required to keep the mound of bugs from breaking down, David was forced to do something that he knew that that he would regret. He created a hell butterfly. 
 
    It turned out that the dungeon's fears of being backstabbed had been unfounded. Unless his hell bug reproduced, all he was going to get was a robot made out of magic, or DP, or whatever the hell it was. It also took a bit of searching but the dungeon was also able to unlock a programming function with the monster's behaviour. 
 
    It wasn't anything too complicated. For anybody who has ever played RPG maker it was pretty straight forward. 
 
    The hell butterfly acted like the golem's puppet master. She wasn't going to make it do somersaults anytime soon and all she could really do was stand there and look pretty, but it was a start. Maybe if he got enough points he could evolve it into a walking and social animal. 
 
    A feeling like a barrel of concentrated red bull burned through David's body. “Woah!” he yelled. A surge of what could only be described as pure awesomeness caused the dungeon's avatar to float nearly a metre from his chair. 
 
    “There can be only onnnnne!” David cried. 
 
    As fast as this addictive feeling hit, it vanished. He landed back into his seat, panting and wiping the sweat from his brow. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    He leaned forward, wondering if he had accidentally hit the orgasm button and wanting to hit it again. David's dungeon points had skyrocketed to 480. “Crap,” he said. That wasn't the end of happy hour because there was the sound of trumpets. 
 
    You have earned the achievement: First Blood 
 
    You have successfully killed several enemies before they knew what hit them. 
 
    Reward. The first attack your minion does to an enemy does 5% more damage. 
 
    David couldn't help but let out a “Wooo hooo.” He looked at the screen where the dead bodies lay and gave all four of his victims the finger, “Fuck you.” 
 
    The dungeon knew that he should feel something other than smugness but he couldn't help it. He had never killed another living thing before, let alone another human being. Well, not unless he counted Barney and the two fairies. 
 
    He frowned. Even then it had been just a little too easy. David had no idea what the hell butterfly truly was. She had just looked like a Disney character and he hadn't felt a thing about turning her extra crispy. He could have summed it all up to thinking that it was a dream, but not this. 
 
    The dungeon's celebrating came to a sudden stop. He had just killed five human beings. He confessed that anyone with any sense would have done the same. Rabid dogs, feral animals, sharks, spiders; they didn't have a choice. This fucker and his team, however, they had made a choice and it had been the wrong one. 
 
    Child molesters were the lowest fuckers on the arsehole totem pole. Thieves, mob bosses, murderers, and Essendon supporters could have some redeeming qualities, but not their kind. 
 
    But still, David could not help but ask himself, “What am I turning into?” Not wanting to think more on the subject, he hit the collect button. 
 
    The floor of his domain became like a liquid, sucking up everything that could be harvested for resources. The meat, however, remained topside. His minions deserved a treat. 
 
    It did not take long for the dungeon receive an email informing him that he had gathered some choice swag, which wasn't surprising. While one of the dick-heads had escaped, the other four had been carrying some nice medieval gear. 
 
    David was slightly alarmed from the amount of shit that was on these arseholes’ trousers. In LitRPG books the main character never picks up a pair of slightly soiled trousers. Which is a little odd when you think about it? A man walks around a lot of spooky tunnels and suddenly gets mugged by a skeleton, you would think he'd brown his pants. 
 
    While the three bodyguards were wearing steel and leather gear, it was the prick in black that caught the dungeon's attention. Suddenly, all delusions he had about giving mercy had vanished. 
 
    Item: Ring of greater poison immunity.  
 
    Item Type: Ring 
 
    Rarity: Uncommon 
 
    Grants the wearer immune to poisons 
 
      
 
    Item: Ring of light resistance. 
 
    Item Type: Ring 
 
    Rarity: Unusual 
 
    Grants the wearer a degree of resistance against light based attacks. 
 
      
 
    Item: Temper 
 
    Item Type: Ring 
 
    Rarity: Mythic 
 
    Created in the cauldron of Sect'yreal of the Delights, this ring transforms any pain the wearer has into pure rage.  
 
      
 
    Item: Light necklace 
 
    Item Type: Necklace 
 
    Rarity: Uncommon 
 
    Creates an aura of magical light. 
 
      
 
    Item: Magic dagger of poisoning 
 
    Item Type: 
 
    Rarity: Scarce 
 
    The steel of this dagger secretes the concentrated poison of a towcual. This poison first paralyses and then slowly kills opponents over days. 
 
    Gold coins x 20 
 
    Huh. David thought as he looked over the properties. 
 
    According to the display the wasps shouldn't have worked. In theory, the jackass should have been able to gargle snake venom and walk away not feeling anything. David suspected that was the problem with theory and practicality. You might be able to handle a wasp's venom, but if you shoved enough of the things down your throat something was bound to get clogged. 
 
    He shrugged, the guy was dead and that was all that mattered. Also, David personally profited off the death of a pedo, so that was a nice bonus. 
 
    The rest of the knights' things were better off used as scrap material. 
 
    David did notice something else. The douchebag's black armour had not transferred over to the storage bin. The hulking great suit lay there on the ground; empty and seemingly waiting for somebody to pick it up. There were also a few other items including the guy's sword. 
 
    “What?” David clicked on the collect button again. 
 
    Your inventory is filled. 
 
    You cannot store this item. 
 
    David looked at his storage bin. The thing was right; he was full to the brim, which was something that he hadn't been expecting. The last time his storage bin had been completely filled was when he first became what he was now. For some reason he had obtained a lot of random things. Swords, meat, a lot of plant stuff. Barny's, Morgan's, and mosquito girl's bodies had been used as fuel for the new gamer configuration. 
 
    Now that his storage bin was full, the dungeon could have a bit more freedom. 
 
    First, there were the bodies. There were two choices, David could turn them into DP or he could leave them for ant food. He rapped his fingers on the security desk as he weighed the pros and cons. It would be bad if somebody came in and found the bodies, but then again, he could bring in some more flies. 
 
    He pushed a button and seconds later the dead, naked body of one of the guards was pushed out from the ground. The swarm golem looked at the body and lazily crumbled on top of it like falling tree. 
 
    “Timmmmber!” David laughed as he watched thousands of creepy bugs land on the body. 
 
    Done with that, he turned his attention to his DP counter. Again he was caught in the cross-hairs of a dilemma. 
 
    Combining the points that he had managed to gather, the dungeon now had 780 dungeon points, which were staring the avatar in the face. He could upgrade or he could hoard the points. If he chose the latter he could potentially feed off the energy for years, building his collection of insects and casually getting into a position where he could live for centuries. 
 
    David looked around at his small office. If he stayed here for any longer he was pretty sure that he was going to go insane. Now that he had the chance, he invested his points in the cheapest upgrade he could grab. 
 
    You have unlocked simple traps. 
 
    You have unlocked the following traps. 
 
    Pit trap. 
 
    Ant pit. 
 
    Ant stalactite. 
 
    Falling hive. 
 
    Web wall. 
 
    Acid drip. 
 
    Mimic tool box. 
 
    Snake pit. 
 
    Devil's snare. 
 
    Fifty points lighter, David now had a new tab on his building page. Clicking on it, the dungeon was now able to create traps far more efficiently. Only he couldn't do it in his first room for some reason, which was strange as he was able to make and use traps there manually. 
 
    It had something to do with a taboo in dungeon terms like incest or bestiality. The dungeon avatar gave the screen a middle finger salute. If he wanted to drop twenty tons of solid rock on the next bastard who came looking for trouble, then that was going to happen. He glanced at his new arsenal. 
 
    Pit trap. 
 
    A 10 meter hole in the ground. Those who don't die immediately, slowly starve or die from injuries. 
 
    Cost: 5 DP 
 
      
 
    Ant pit. 
 
    A 10 meter hole in the ground with bull ants and bunker makers at the bottom. Those adventures who survive the fall are eaten by ants. 
 
    Cost: 20 DP 
 
      
 
    Ant stalactite. 
 
    Thousands of carnivorous ants amass into a fifty centimetre spike. When an adventurer passes by the spike drops on their heads. 
 
    Cost: 20 DP 
 
      
 
    Falling hive. 
 
    A wasp's nest is suspended on a spider thread. When an adventurer passes by the hive drops, releasing a deadly swarm of wasps. 
 
    Cost: 10 DP 
 
      
 
    Web wall. 
 
    Create a wall of sticky spider webs that slow a creature's movement. 
 
    Cost: 20 DP 
 
      
 
    Acid drip. 
 
    A corrosive acid drips from the ceiling, burning through armour and flesh. 
 
    Cost: 50 DP 
 
      
 
    Snake pit. 
 
    Create a 10 meter hole in the ground with venomous snakes at the bottom. 
 
    Cost: 20 DP 
 
    While the basic traps that he had managed to gather were both horrifying and awesome in a testament to death and cruelty, the dungeon had somehow been able to create two traps from the advanced section. 
 
    Mimic tool box. 
 
    Your control over insects now allows you to create a small box made out of biting and stinging insects. When an adventurer opens the box, a swarm of angry wasps break free and attack. 
 
    Cost: 70 DP 
 
      
 
    Devil's snare. 
 
    Create a plague bush with a Devilweeper nest underneath. When a creature cuts itself on a thorn the entire nest of Devilweepers will attack and hunt down the party. The nest will not stop until every last Devilweeper is destroyed, or more likely, the other party is killed. 
 
    Cost: 50 DP 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “Jesus Christ, “David whispered to himself. Acid showers and fake treasure chests? He wasn't flapping around anymore. What's more, the dungeon didn't have to use his army to create any of the traps. All he needed to do was spend a few points and a big hole would appear like that. 
 
    The dungeon looked to his upgrades and wasn't surprised to see that something new popped up. 
 
    Standard traps. 
 
    Create more complicated traps. 
 
    Cost: 100 DP 
 
    David wanted to get the upgrade but held back. It was still too early; he wasn't exactly ankle deep in door-to-door salesmen and Jehovah's witnesses. Looking through his other upgrades, he chose to expand his domain. 200 DP was a lot for just two meters, but he really wanted it out of the way. One button click later and David was one step closer his Bat Cave. 
 
    The downside to his latest upgrade came as a shock, however. Since his stomach had grown so had the maintenance cost. Instead of breaking even, the dungeon was now losing two full dungeon points a week. Which was very, very bad. 
 
    “Shittttt,” David moaned. He was just starting to catch up and suddenly he had to deal with this crap. He would have to bring in tens of thousands of flies and wasps to get back the loss. 
 
    The dungeon's avatar bit his fingernails. He still had 530 points in the bank and had all the knights armour to play with. Going to his calculator, he reasoned that he had about five years or so until his eventual death, and that didn't factor in killing more intruders, or if his ants managed to bring back a cow. 
 
    What was that saying? Spend money to make money? David needed to be smart about this. He needed to lure in something bigger if he wanted this fixed. He punched up his new swag. Steel was going to be useful in the future but right now it was just taking up useless space. DP was what he needed at the moment. 
 
    He focused on the soldier's pieces of equipment. They were mostly steel and leather. They had some coins on them, but it was mostly copper with the odd silver piece in there. Maybe he could get some DP from it. 
 
    A prompt came up. 
 
    You may now research objects to determine what they are made of and if you can replicate them. Research requires time and not DP. While you are in this mode you will not be able to interact with your dungeon until the process is complete. Minions and monsters will continue to do specified tasks but you will not be able to direct them in combat. 
 
    That was going to turn into a problem very quickly. The ability to learn more about an object, maybe even be able to duplicate it, could prove useful. If he got some explosives or drill equipment things could go faster. On the other hand, anything could happen. He could be knocked out for days and not know what happened. 
 
    David decided to get something easy just to test it out. He selected a copper coin. 
 
    You have selected Copper Coin of unknown mint. Do you wish to research this object? Yes or no? 
 
    David clicked yes. 
 
    You have three research options. Theory, Practical studies, and Obsession each selection determines the effort that you put into knowing about the object and if any upgrades can be extracted. 
 
    Again things just had to be complicated. 
 
    Not sure what would happen, the dungeon picked theory. 
 
    *** 
 
    David looked at his email again and wanted to throw something. 
 
    Dejected once again, he rubbed his face with his hand and looked at the rejection letter. You would think that it would be easy to get a job with his resume. Five years of call centre and trouble shooter work, computer training, certificates in engineering; the arseholes should be hunting him down with job offers. 
 
    Feeling another wave of frustration, David stood and stretched. 
 
    Kev came over, “No luck?” he asked. Seeing his roommate’s grumpy face, he let out a sigh. “Come on man. Don't give up.” 
 
    “I'm not giving up.” David said, “I can't sponge off of you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You're not sponging. You help out.” 
 
    The only thing that David “helped out” was to make Kev's life easier. It had been four months since David got out of the hospital. Of course, the company had fired his arse. 
 
    He should have gotten compensation for almost dying on the job, but their lawyers had argued that since David had gone into a coma on the emergency unit's helicopter, that it wasn't work related and therefore they didn't have to pay him at all. 
 
    At the time David was in no condition to protect himself or his rights, and the moment they could, the company fired him. 
 
    Two years was a long time. He had lost his flat, but more, the arsehole manager had taken the initiative and sold off all his things. David hadn’t even been able to afford physical therapy so he was forced to walk around with crutches and the hospital bills had eaten his savings. 
 
    Desperate, he had to go to the one prick who was morally obligated to help him. Kevin. 
 
    David had been Kevin's supervisor in the company and had trained him in everything. This, of course, didn't mean that Kevin owed his old superior spit, but it had also been Kevin who had been the reason that David had been up there in the first place. Kevin had begged David to cover for him; he had no desire to go to the arse end of nowhere to fiddle around with a few wires. 
 
    So David had put the guilt trip on Kev. Fortunately, Kev's missus left him and he needed a bit more rent. It was also fortunate that Kev was a slacker and had better things to do with his time than making reports, such as fragging noobs on his stupid game, and he was eager to pass the work onto someone else. 
 
    It wouldn't last forever. David knew that all Kev had to do was tell him to leave, and carer's allowance or not, David would be out on the street, crippled and forced to bum Wi-Fi from pubs and cafes. He needed a job and he needed it this year. 
 
    He searched through the sites, “Sales, sales, sales. Fuck you. No. Shop greeter...” 
 
    Kevin snorted at that, David was unable to say hello without sounding sarcastic. “Maybe you can try government or bank work. You're good at telling people to go fuck themselves.” he sat on the couch and turned on his game console. “Want to go co-op?” 
 
    “Nah,” 
 
    “I just don't understand why you need work. You get enough doing nothing.” 
 
    “Because I don't want to give you the power to pull the plug on me the next time I end up in a coma.” David's luck, Kevin would do it just to play to some woman's sympathy, and as much as he was willing to play Kev's wingman, he didn't want his funeral to be a prop to yet another of Kev's attempts at conquest. 
 
    Also, David needed to do something. He had spent four entire months doing nothing and while somebody like Kev was happy enough to do that, David needed some proper income coming in. 
 
    There was an explosion from the TV followed by Kev shouting, “Bitch bitch bitch.” He passed the controller to his roommate, “Come over here and help me blow up New York.” 
 
    David let out a sigh that sounded like something between a wounded dog and a whale's yawn. “Fine,” he said and signed into his account. 
 
    As he played he looked at a different hub. Ever since he had woken up, the Dungeon Core had been... Different. For one thing he was now able to view his status screen. 
 
    Name: David Mascoff. 
 
    Species: Dungeon Core, human. 
 
    Status: Damaged. 
 
    Currently Doing: Playing games. 
 
    Power: 60/60 
 
    That was it. That was all that it displayed. No strength or dexterity numbers. No abilities. In role playing games there were always numbers and statistics, but not here. Everyday David checked his status page and nothing changed. 
 
    After about two games of being beaten by what David could only assume was some ten year old's birthday party, he gave it quits. A thought wormed its way into his head. It just came out of nowhere, like part of a pop song that you heard years ago. 
 
    He signed out of the game and moved back to his tablet. 
 
    “Rage quitter,” Kev called out. 
 
    David ignored him and instead concentrated on scratching his new itch. He turned to his browser and began to look up copper. His eyes looked at the page, studying it like it held the secrets to life. When he was done he began to look at other pages. Copper wiring, copper based alloys, acids that reacted to copper. Copper, copper, copper. 
 
    “Hey, you alright?” 
 
    The Dungeon Core jumped when he felt Kev's hand on his shoulder, “What?” 
 
    Kev gave him a look like he had just spoken French while taking a shit. “You zoned out of it there. I asked if you wanted pizza or Chinese?” 
 
    “Oh,” David looked at his tablet's clock. He had just been looking up medical uses for copper. That itch was still there but it had greatly diminished. He wanted to learn more. No. That wasn't right. He needed to learn more. It was as if there was going to be a quiz later and he needed to cram as much of this nonsense into his head before the teacher brought out the metal ruler. 
 
    David rubbed at his eyes, “Sure, um. Chinese.” 
 
    He hardly felt tired at all. He must have learned more about copper wiring in electronics than he knew about computers. The information wasn't just on the metal itself, but of abstract terms like mining and recycling methods, information that he had never been interested in.  
 
    The Dungeon Core looked at his history and was shocked to see that he had read complete journals on the substance. He must have read thousands of papers in just a few hours. Just what the hell was going on? 
 
    Not really tired but knowing that he would regret it if he didn't get some sleep, David retired to his bed. He laid there, mind drifting through what he had learned, thinking about copper and the various uses for the metal. 
 
    Eventually he got out of bed and returned to the lounge room where he booted up his laptop. His sausage fingers danced over the keyboard. He attacked the internet, trying to find more and more about the common metal, not having any particular goal but to study with everything that he had. He absorbed the information like a bathmat, sucking up everything to do with copper. 
 
    Hours passed without him noticing. 
 
    Sleep finally came to David when he realised that he had crammed enough about the metal into his skull. He knew how to refine copper ore, how to create copper rings, and how much a 1976 Canadian penny was worth five hundred years ago. He knew, and unlike his German lessons back at school, it all stuck. 
 
    Secret quest completed. Know your copper. 
 
    You have learned all that you can about the substance, copper. Using your world's technology you have gone far and beyond this task. 
 
    Reward: You can instinctively locate and identify copper in your surroundings. 
 
    David landed back in his bed, feeling as though he had just run a marathon while drinking a bottle of rum. No mixers, just straight guzzling it down while sprinting for the finish line. He wasn't dead but he felt as close to it as he was willing to go. 
 
    He looked at the clock and found that it was four in the morning. He squinted at the construct and suddenly tiny glowing green specks appeared within the time piece. He turned his head and stared at a wall only to see that ribbons of the same green glow appeared, like streamers. It took him a minute for his sleep riddled mind to figure out that what he was looking at was the copper wiring in his walls. 
 
    As super powers went it was kind of lame. Being able to see copper, what kind of power was that? He yawned, already feeling as if he had just consumed an entire glass of horse tranquilisers. He could figure it out tomorrow.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, David's eyes broke open. No longer were they red from exhaustion, instead they looked clean and fresh. Restless, he picked up his laptop and began to find something boring to exhaust himself with. 
 
    Hopefully, reading a few paragraphs on the complete history of silver would numb him back to sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    A man in his sixties with a huge dent in his skull watched from the side lines. He had been working at the local men's work shed for nearly ten years, putting together trailers and doing the occasional odd job now and then. The man had seen a few things since he had joined, like the time someone actually made their own wooden leg. 
 
    But this was a new one on him. 
 
    Yesterday, David had come to the shed, really not knowing anything. His arrival caused all of the veterans to scoff. They thought that he was just some weekend tourist. It happened now and then, somebody came in thinking that they could build a huge throne or gaudy looking stool, then they went home crying like children, blaming their screw ups on the tools, and perhaps they were right. 
 
    The men's shed wasn't exactly rolling with the latest saws and drills. Most of the wood and metal that could be found on the property was leftover scraps from the old timers who used the place as a club room. 
 
    After being given the basic tour however, David had taken to the grinders like a drunk to a bottle opener. Those who watched him thought that the Dungeon Core had worked for years in the industry. He worked like a horse, never taking so much as a breather as he ground the metal. 
 
    It had taken the out-of-work Australian just four straight hours of work to make a broadsword. Not one of those replicas or decorative pieces either, but a real medieval weapon with an edge that could land him in jail if he wasn't careful. 
 
    One of the reasons behind some of the speed was due to the lack of needing to measure the iron. It was all in the Dungeon Core's head, like a song that you knew all the words to. David also had this uncanny feeling that the steel was morphing to his will. Every time that he had shaved off too much, the iron seemed to be able to repair itself. 
 
    It wasn't until hour two of his sword smithing that the Dungeon Core noticed that he was using his personal reserves of energy. What he was using it on he had no clue, but he also knew that working with metal shouldn't be this easy 
 
    Then, when it was all done and David had finished making his broadsword, he went home feeling like his eyelids had weights to them. 
 
    Today, the shed’s veterans sipped their coffee and watched as David used his bare fingers to set a string of metal links together. If they suspected that the metal was pure iron and not some kind of soldering wire, it was possible that one of the old men might have had a stroke. 
 
    “Think I should offer him a job?” one of the old men asked his fellow craftsmen and drinking buddies. 
 
    “He's not welding, Hector,” another of the veterans said. “at least, I haven't seen him weld.” 
 
    “Doesn't matter. I haven't seen him use a measuring tape or a compass, yet, and look at it all.” 
 
    For the veterans it was impossible to not look at all the iron on the ground. Iron boots, iron chest plate, iron gloves; all of it expertly made and all of it by a man who yesterday didn't know how to use a blowtorch. 
 
    One of the veterans had picked up one of the gloves and was surprised by the weight of it. From the way that David seemed to twist the metal with his bare hands he had thought that it must have been really thin aluminium, but no. Everything had been made from nearly forty kilograms of iron. 
 
    When he had first left the house, the Dungeon Core had doubted his own sanity. Ever since he had left the hospital, David's paranoia had caused him to avoid public areas for fear that at any moment a SWAT team would descend upon him from a black, unmarked helicopter and guide him to a dissection table. 
 
    One of the reasons that he had chosen Kevin as his room-mate was not out of the belief that Kevin wouldn't rat him out, but that the dropkick was too incompetent and utterly useless to be a threat. 
 
    Right now, however, David couldn't have cared less if one of the men who were currently watching him was a CIA agent in disguise or that a spy satellite would pick up that he was possibly leaking exotic radiation. What bothered the Dungeon Core at the moment was that he hadn't brought anything to eat. 
 
    During the first few hours of working on his project, David had been stumped over the reason why his energy bar gradually decreased. As his work began to mature and his stomach began to groan, however, a thought came over him and he began to experiment. 
 
    Previously, the Dungeon Core's energy bar hadn't been a problem to maintain. Due to his injuries he had never done anything too exerting beyond getting into and out of a car, but now that had changed. 
 
    David's energy levels and his hunger were somehow intertwined. Low energy meant that he needed fuel (food). This revelation was nothing, however, as the Dungeon Core learned where that energy was going in the first place. David was crafting. 
 
    He used his hands like a sculptor would, bending the heavy metal as if it were tin foil. In just over three hours since he had begun, the Dungeon Core had created a full suit of medieval armour. It wasn't the plate armour that one usually associates with knights and kings, but gear that one of the better paid soldiers of the time might wear. 
 
    It wouldn't win any fashion contests, not unless the subject was heavy and cumbersome attire, but it might stop an arrow. The key word being might. 
 
    David let out a deep sigh as yet another prompt came up. 
 
    You have created Kuhre'ue armour. 
 
    This armour is for higher class soldiers who have sworn since childhood to protect the line of Menjordon. 
 
    The  Kuhre'ue armour has been added to your collection, you can now recreate this armour using energy. 
 
    David did find it hard to believe that he had just made a full suit of armour. Sure he had an engineering degree but that had covered the theory more than practical knowledge. As he examined the vestment, David realised that what he had made had to weigh at least half as much as he did. That didn't concern him right now, however. Right now, that itch that had been bothering him had been sated, he no longer felt the compulsion to learn about armour, and eBay willing, he would find somebody who would buy the cumbersome thing. 
 
    Done with this place, he began to drag his creation outside when a new prompt made him hesitate. 
 
    New quest alert. Iron and steel. 
 
    Iron has this tendency to rust and be as heavy as a bitch. Create a version of the Kuhre'ue armour from steel. 
 
    Reward. Modified Kuhre'ue armour. The practical ability to make alloys. 
 
    David frowned. He found that dealing with alloys was a tedious process. Iron alone had dozens of impurities that was within the boundaries of the smelting process, plus there was oxidation to consider. Steel was an alloy and was traditionally iron and copper that was mixed in a 60 to 40 percent ratio, but some organisations liked to cut costs or add in some other stuff to make the alloy stronger. To David, each nail and screw was as unique as a snowflake. 
 
    The Dungeon Core looked at the metal glove that he was holding. He really didn't feel like making another suit of armour, at least not yet. 
 
    Half an hour later, a panting and sweating David had pushed the suit of armour into the boot of his latest car. It hadn't been an easy job. Unlike the Beast, this pimple's only redeeming feature was that it was cheap to buy and cheap to maintain. 
 
    It was small, had only two seats and David needed to rely on his old Tetris skills to just get his arse in the driver's seat. As for an engine, it was highly possible that there was a lawn mower pushing the thing on. 
 
    Unlike the Beast, David had not chosen to give this car a name. It was such a pathetic piece of machinery that it hadn't deserved one. Its only redeeming feature was that it was cheap to buy and cheap to maintain. 
 
    He was about to kill his back getting in when the Dungeon Core cursed himself, he had forgotten the bloody helmet. With the grace of a swearing, three-legged mule, Mascoff got out of the car and limped back over to the building. 
 
    “Christ,” the man with a dent in his head called out as he examined the suit's helmet. He looked over to see the hat's creator come in, “Is this iron?” 
 
    “Yep,” David said. He groaned as a sharp stab of pain shot through his back. “Oh crap.” Instead of retrieving his property, he moved over to the shed's couch. A tired looking relic from the seventies that was coated in plastic sheet. 
 
    “You alright young fella?” one of the veterans asked. 
 
    “Stood up too long, need a rest.” 
 
    For a second David thought that he wouldn't make it to the dusty thing. He practically fell onto the ancient cushions, hitting them so hard that it might have been called a rugby tackle. Wounded, he lay there like a dead fish on a beach, breathing in both rat shit and saw dust. He felt exhausted and drained. 
 
    The pain which assaulted the Dungeon Core made him picture a long and barbed dagger, the blade pumping in and out of his back. Brutally getting shoved into his spine and then slowly being drawn free. 
 
    Seeing the overweight man that was taking up a substantial space on their couch, the man with the dent asked, “Back, huh?”  
 
    “Mmmm. Car accident.” 
 
    “You seemed pretty lively when you were dancing around the cutting torch.” 
 
    David didn't know how to reply to that. The itch or whatever it was had seemed to push out the pain. The need to research both the armour and the sword had been so overwhelming that he had forgotten that he was wounded. It had been... nice. 
 
    It was still early so Kevin wouldn't be home, yet. This was a good thing as it gave David time to properly hide the suit of plate armour. The last time that David had brought one of his projects back to the house Kevin had found it. The damn fool had swung the very real and very sharp broadsword around like a kid with a lightsabre. While it would be funny to watch, David had better things to do then pull Kevin's head out of his new helmet. The things had a date with eBay. 
 
    Going back inside the warehouse to collect the rest of his things, David saw that the older men were admiring his work. 
 
    “Are these iron links?” one of the veterans asked. 
 
    David hadn't bothered to learn their names. He had thought that yesterday was just a one-time thing, now it looked as if coming here was becoming a habit. He didn't know why but he had just felt the urge to make things. He mumbled something in the affirmative. 
 
    “You were bending them with your fingers.” another said. 
 
    David just had to smile, “Magic trick.” 
 
    He couldn't get over it. He had just created a suit of medieval armour. A teenage David would have been whooping and crying in joy, but all the Dungeon Core wanted to do was lay there and die. He had accomplished something today. 
 
    Out of curiosity, the man with the dent in his skull put on the helmet. The design was both incredibly impressive and dull at the same time. A simple metal top with chainmail which was supposed to flow down the back of the neck like an iron mullet. The old man took off the thing, “That's bloody heavy. How do you not break your neck wearing the thing?” 
 
    “Now you know why people were so short a thousand years ago. They were all squashed,” David said. 
 
    One of the other veterans attempted to put the silly thing on but failed. The person who was meant to wear this stuff was going to be a lot smaller than he was. 
 
    “You working on a movie set or something?” the man they called Hector asked. 
 
    Through the effort and pain, David managed to stand up, “Nope. Just felt like... clearing my head.” 
 
    “Most people get like that they take a walk, they don't make a pair of iron skivvies.” 
 
    The Dungeon Core took in a breath, he looked around at his surroundings, skipping over the machines and trying to find a drinks machine. “I don't suppose you guys have water or something?” 
 
    Twenty minutes and a food run later, David was inhaling potato chips and whatever ground up putty they used for their so-called beef burger. The Dungeon Core ate greedily, not bothering to savour the taste of the bland burger. 
 
    Eating was proving to be the most efficient way to raise the levels; sleep if anything was draining. That was another thing that David enjoyed about being inhuman. The lack of dreams. 
 
    Before the change, he had suffered from nightmares. In his dreams he faced off against monsters with indestructible properties. Nothing hurt the nightmares. Hiding did nothing, as did physically harming them. The only thing that worked for a handful of moments was running as fast as he could, but they were always right there, waiting for him to look back. 
 
    Now that he thought about it. The only time that he had successfully dispatched a nightmare was when he convinced others dreams to kill them. 
 
    It turns out that only a nightmare can kill a nightmare. 
 
    These days David slept like a passed out drunk. No dreams, no pain. You could have set a watch by the time he went to sleep to the time he opened his eyes. 
 
    As the Dungeon Core got back to a hundred percent, he held the helmet up. It was physical proof of what he could do and what he was not. This dungeon stuff is kinda’ cool. He admitted. 
 
    Contrary to belief, humanity, as a whole, sucked. Anime and bad TV try to convince its audience that humans as a whole were caring, helpful, and decent folk. Thirty years later you watch as the same actors get caught snorting cocaine and propositioning under-aged boys. Peace and love, man. 
 
    If television had taught David anything, it was that the human race was a doomed species. Despite homo sapiens’ advances through the centuries, war and planet wide mutilation were still its greatest accomplishments. Not that David himself was different; he liked violent movies, alcohol, and fatty foods. 
 
    During his months of lying on Kevin's couch feeling sorry for himself, the Dungeon Core had a lot of time to think about his current situation. It wasn't as if he had anything better to do. Eventually he decided that he honestly didn't care about being human. The only reason that he was a part of society was because he liked having internet and owning nice things. 
 
    Licking his lips, he looked at the hunk of metal in his hands and recalled the way that he had so easily morphed the stubborn substance minutes before. This time he attempted to do something different. 
 
    You are attempting to modify Kuhre'ue armour. You need three things to modify this piece, resources, energy, and measurements. 
 
    The measurement and energy part were easy. David recalled seeing a measuring tape and there were enough chicken nuggets to keep him topped up. The iron was just going to be a problem. 
 
    The aluminium can in the Dungeon Core’s hand caught his eye. When he had been looking through the net on silver, he had caught a site which said that the scientists in Korea were working on an iron-aluminium alloy. 
 
    Could he somehow merge the two metals together? 
 
    After rummaging around in the recycle bin, David pulled out every piece of metal he had. He had also scavenged up some tin and some dead batteries. He didn't know how this dungeon power stuff worked but he was willing to experiment. 
 
    First, he just put the helmet and the empty beer can together. Nothing happened. This time he imagined the aluminium spreading over the can, enveloping it. 
 
    Having watched the odd man clean out their bins for odd things, Hector kept his eyes on David, unsure exactly what the new guy planned. His old eyes widened as he watched the empty drink can slowly break apart like a flower. The silvery metal turning almost into a liquid as it spread across the skin of the helmet. 
 
    “What the fucking Christ?” he yelled earning the attention of the other veterans. Those who weren't in danger of losing a finger turned their heads back and watched as the new guy did something that was supposed to be impossible. 
 
    When he felt like he was done, David opened his eyes and saw six old men staring down at his crotch. He followed their gazes.  
 
    Instead of melding into the iron, the Dungeon Core had achieved some kind of electrolysis. The helmet was no longer a rough dark brown but had an almost silver sheen to it. There were even specks of red and white paint that had been attached to the helmet, a side product of the process. 
 
    You have discovered the skill. Electroplating. 
 
    Nice. David moved and adjusted the helmet, turning it this way and that. It hadn't been a perfect job; he had focused his attention on the cap, forgetting the chainmail. Seeing that his power had dropped by five points, he ate a nugget. 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Magic,” David said a bit impressed with himself. He didn't even know that aluminium could be attached to an iron base; he had thought you needed to do that in layers. He shrugged. 
 
    This time he imagined the aluminium coating sinking into the iron. He concentrated, envisioning the atoms combining into any configuration that appeared to work. In his hands the metal helmet started to grow warm as chemical reactions began to take place, the iron and aluminium merging and defusing. 
 
    The veterans jumped back as a solitary spark shot out from the metal dome. Most of them cursed and more than one cried out, but they continued to watch from a safe distance. 
 
    David kept his eyes closed. In his head there appeared to be some kind of mini-game happening, his gamer mind was trying to cope with the intense mathematical formulas that were taking place by the only means it could. By annoying the shit out of him. 
 
    The game was more complicated than the usual crafting systems. It reminded the Dungeon Core of circuit boards, creating tracks to form the correct bonds. Saying that it was complicated was an understatement. David didn't just have iron and aluminium to worry about; there was also the air to take into consideration. Oxygen, nitrogen, hydrogen and dozens of other things that could drastically alter the end result. 
 
    Not thinking, The Dungeon Core started the game and immediately both won and lost at the same time. 
 
    Congratulations. You have discovered how to make Thermite. 
 
    The iron reacted violently with the aluminium. The helmet’s dome burst into sparks and flames which shot right into David's face. The helmet's metal's structure underwent a radical and violent change, the result was a viscous molten glob which burnt straight through the floor. 
 
    Having some common sense, one of the veterans ran and collected the fire extinguisher. “You stupid prick. You’re burning the place down.” 
 
    A geyser of white foam spewed out from the nozzle, spraying the molten slag and the Dungeon Core. It was an uphill battle. While the flames were easy to take care of, the stream of molten iron was a little bit tougher to put out. 
 
    Fortunately, burning thermite had a low lifespan. The game, the fire, the stream of blinding hot metal, lasted for less than thirty seconds. 
 
    The veterans that weren't mourning over their lost eyesight were either standing far back or were running outside to fill up a bucket of water. The two men who were staying far away from the action were watching David with equal parts fear and awe. 
 
    The Dungeon Core had been at ground zero when the thermite went off. David's hands were gone. They weren't black and crispy like they had been left in a fire, they were just gone, and in their place were dark stubs. The rest of his body was in bad shape; his face had melted off, showing inner muscle and bone. The sparks which had landed on his cheeks had burnt all the way through. At the right angle you could see the Dungeon Core's tongue. 
 
    Seeing that he had used up all his pure iron, David exited the game. He should have come back screaming, his body should have become one big mound of angry pain. Instead, there was this familiar itch in his head, only this time it felt as if it had been cranked all the way to eleven. 
 
    Once again he had no idea where the thought came from, but there it was. He wanted to know if it was possible to shift a person's sense of pain into an emotional stimulant. This was a rather weird thought to have at the current circumstances. 
 
    Looking like Skeletor's fat cousin, David looked at the old men who were staring at him with terror in their old eyes. He shouldn't have even been able to see as his eyes had turned into goo that had crawled down his cheeks, yet he somehow could. “Do any of you know where the nearest hospital is?” he asked calmly. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Twenty years ago the racquet-ball centre had been a decent type of place where teenagers would spend hours just throwing their balls at a wall instead of at each other. 
 
    As buildings went, David had been finding it hard to understand why the structure had been left in its perpetual state of limbo. As far as he could tell there was nothing particularly wrong with the structure of the building itself. The insides were a mess due to vandals and a lack of maintenance, but the foundations and the exterior were healthy enough. 
 
    That was just how it went he supposed. Lack of attendance, a mismanaged bill, bureaucracy, a touch of asbestosis. Just one little thing and suddenly your little business turns into a crack house. 
 
    Things had become difficult for the Dungeon Core after the thermite incident. David had lost his hands and he could no longer pass himself off as human. He had foolishly damaged himself and when the doctors asked how he could still be alive after getting his face and fingers melted off, he didn't exactly have an answer that they would consider mentally stable. 
 
    Knowing that the questions were only going to get harder and the tests would show what he really was, David had escaped his bed. However, instead of fleeing back to Kevin's house he had gone deeper into the hospital, hiding himself inside the walls. 
 
    To call his time in that place a pain in the arse wouldn't have done it justice. If it hadn't been for a grumpy nurse, David would have run all over the place naked. With the aid of a fifty year old text book on human anatomy and a pencil in his mouth, he began to learn the structure of bones and used the computers to learn about how the hands and how the human brain functioned. 
 
    He stole from the patients, took food and anything that could be missed. He used his forge ability to learn how to create chemicals and pharmaceuticals. With enough energy he could secrete penicillin and a host of other drugs from his skin. Not that he needed it. Dungeon Cores, apparently, were immune to mundane things like infection. 
 
    While growing his hands back proved a tedious allocation of his time, power was what mattered. 
 
    It turns out that a damaged core has a tendency to leak power like a... Well, David didn't like to think of himself as some sort of unshielded nuclear bomb that was unleashing radiation, but he would be lying if he had said that it wasn't a possibility. For years he must have been oozing an unbelievable amount of radiation. How the doctors hadn't discovered this meant that either the energy was benign or that their instruments couldn't pick it up. 
 
    While David had learned the ins and outs of the hospital, evading the security cameras using his ability to see copper, it had been his constant craving for sustenance that had been the Core's undoing. One of the nurses had picked up his suspicious activities around the vending machines and the police had been called in. 
 
    In a desperate attempt to finish his repairs, the Dungeon Core did something drastic and stupid. 
 
    Realising that he was just one big generator, the Dungeon Core had theorised that he could siphon off the electrical energy from batteries and then use that energy to repair his tissue. The process was not perfect, while he could drain a double A battery, the amount he received from the transfer was insignificant. 
 
    Taking a chance that all he needed was a more powerful jolt, the stupid git shoved his twisted and mangled stumpy fingers into the hospital's power grid. The results were shocking. 
 
    The hospital had a complete blackout except for a few emergency pieces of equipment, and David exploded. Apparently he could only absorb a small amount of pure electricity at any one given time. 
 
    If it hadn't been for that Salvation Army bin he probably would have gotten arrested. 
 
    Poor and homeless, David had spent his time hopping from hospital to university, and state to state, learning more on how the human brain processed stimulus and emotional studies, but it wasn't enough. 
 
    Science still knew very little about the workings of the human brain. The organ was more than a slab of meat like the heart or a thigh, it was complicated. And while studies were being made every day, the Dungeon Core was finding himself constantly frustrated. Studying text books and other people's theory work only got you so far. David needed practical experience. 
 
    Having just hit a wall in his research, the Dungeon Core was ready to call it quits when an epiphany struck him hard against the head and then mugged him. Which was how he found the racquet-ball centre. 
 
    “Mmm mmmm.” The woman reached out her hand to the ceiling and opened her cracked lips into a grin. She giggled like a deranged hyena that just heard a fart joke. 
 
    It had been far too easy to follow the pitiful thing to her lair. She and her partner had not even attempted to hide their tracks, and like the rats they were they returned to their nests to shoot themselves up. 
 
    A human David would have walked away, glad that he had survived the event. But he wasn't human any more, and he was curious. 
 
    In her drugged out state, the woman looked up at damaged Dungeon Core, and seeing only a man in a hoodie and not her recent victim she sneered, “What do you want?” 
 
    “What does it feel like?” David found himself asking this creature before him, and indeed she was a creature. The woman had gone to great lengths to shave off her humanity. The endless conga line of narcotics, alcohol, and self-abuse had turned her into some kind of sub-human. What remained was just a toxic toilet that snorted and injected herself with anything she could find. 
 
    Then again who was he to judge by looks? There were dead possums on the highway that looked healthier than he was. 
 
    The female appeared to be approximately forty, though she was probably closer to twenty. She was in a bad state, malnourished and dehydrated being the least of her concerns. Her hair and her teeth had fallen out in clumps, and her yellow eyes were filled with madness without end. Worse, she was pregnant; her swollen stomach was the only thing about her that had any weight to it. 
 
    The woman breathed in and smiled as she recalled the feeling, “Like flying.” 
 
    “Like liquid stars,” said one of the other junkies that were sharing the place. 
 
    The Dungeon Core looked around. There were ten other people in the room and five more wandering the building, either tripping their balls off, shagging, or possibly dying. It was a den of suffering and misery, where your neighbour would kill you if they thought that you were holding onto a grain of smack.  
 
    David, having a thought, placed his scarred hand on the woman's head. 
 
    The woman, thinking that she was in the presence of a customer, grinned. Her mouth was a petri dish of bacteria, with what teeth she had were green and broken. High and out of her mind, she unzipped David's pants and took the Dungeon Core in her foul mouth. 
 
    David ignored this and concentrated on the woman's brain. 
 
    You have unlocked the mini game. Brain Scan. 
 
    A sapient’s brain is as complicated as the universe itself. The brain handles much of what happens to the body and is capable of some amazing things. This mini-game is designed to help you better understand another creature's brain. 
 
    Mmm. David had first thought that the mini-game stuff was some kind of joke. His already fragile mind teetering on a downward spiral of insanity. Personally, as a real gamer, he hated mini-games. They were tedious diversions meant to drag the main story line out. He recalled one mini-game where you were forced to scan planets for resources. The exercise took an extraordinary amount of time away from the story and action, which were already full of plot holes and bugs. 
 
    Now, he was being forced to play yet another one in real life. 
 
    Annoyed, David played the game. 
 
    A 3D representation of the junkie’s brain popped up in the Dungeon Core's vision. The brain was segmented into colour coded territories showing what the brain processed. The entire organ pulsed and fluctuated as if it were a lava lamp, showing zones that almost blazed while other parts remained in utter darkness. 
 
    Compared to the Forge with its circuit board style artwork, Brain Scan reminded David of a strange mix of Operation, minesweeper, and a voodoo doll. There didn't appear to be a goal to this game, just an odd looking screensaver. 
 
    “Come on already,” the junkie growled. 
 
    David exited out of the game and looked down in disgust at the creature trying to pump the life out of him. It looked like Gollum was trying to eat his dick off. He stepped back, and one of the woman's teeth nicked his dick, drawing less than a drop of blood. 
 
    It was a good thing that David's studies had taught him how to kill his own pain sensors, because he probably would have howled and dropped to his knees. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with... Ahh.” The junkie fell back against the wall, her withered hands clutching her pregnant stomach. She shuddered and groaned in discomfort. 
 
    From out of the corner, the female's partner got off of his urine soaked mattress. “Hey, what are you doing to my girl?” 
 
    David found it interesting that the drugged out arsehole didn't seem to mind that his girlfriend was giving a stranger a public blowjob. The Dungeon Core looked to the exit, contemplating running for his life. 
 
    The boyfriend didn't bother to wait for the shit head in the hoodie to give an answer; he grabbed his trusty cricket bat and took a swing at the freak that was assaulting his girl without his permission. Again, the Dungeon Core was introduced to the edge of a cricket bat. In all honesty, he would have preferred an email instead of a face to face meeting. 
 
    A normal human would have fallen, or possibly died, but the Dungeon Core was made out of harder stuff. David righted himself just in time for the junkie to come back for another swing. 
 
    Having just been hit in the head, mugged, and molested by something out of a zombie movie and having gotten hit in the head again by this fucktard, David was getting pissed off. 
 
    Not thinking, the Dungeon Core caught the junkie's bat before it could bludgeon him a fourth time. The two stood there, both parties holding onto the weapon. 
 
    The junkie looked at his girlfriend's assailant and believed that he was looking at some idiot with a rubber mask, the Dungeon Core's features stretched out and his cheeks looking more like folds of fat. David's eyes looked to be the only part that David took any pride in recreating. 
 
    “I’m going to take your fucking head off.” The junkie promised, his breath reeking of old shoes and tainted meat. 
 
    Not sure what to do and not wanting to have his brains smeared across the walls, David did the only thing he could. He played a game, and not knowing what would happen, lost on purpose. 
 
    The wooden bat disintegrated as its molecular structure was broken apart. The junkie, shocked at having his prized tool suddenly turning into a pile of ash, didn't have time to swear in disbelief as he and the Dungeon Core collided. 
 
    Wrapping his foe into a bear hug, David brought up the Forge game again. This time a zap of condensed pain shot through the Dungeon Core like a buzz-saw. 
 
    Warning. You are performing an illegal manoeuvre. 
 
    This was new. David had not come across this message before. Also, since he had learned how to shut it out there hadn't been any real pain before. He guessed that you couldn't do Forge on living tissue. That sucked. 
 
    The junkie brought his elbows onto David's back, “Get off of me, you freak.” 
 
    David squeezed his teeth together. The message had said illegal, not can't. As in it was illegal to go down a one-way road, it was illegal to download music, it was illegal to fucking end this arsehole. Meaning that it was doable, it was just being stubborn. 
 
    “Fuck it.” David said and squeezed his eyes shut. He tried bringing up Forge again and again, each time the warning system nailing hard. He didn't know how this stuff worked but he was willing to crash this game shit. 
 
    The warning system flashed multiple times and the Dungeon Core felt a stream of blood dribble down his nose as the pain transformed from a mild irritant into a migraine. Finally, the game opened. 
 
    You have unlocked new material. Polyester. 
 
    Damn. David thought. He must have targeted the bum's clothes. 
 
    David felt his back smashing into the wall, the junkie may have been as healthy as a scarecrow and just as intelligent, but he had the strength of somebody who didn't give a shit. It also didn't help that David's bleeding dick was hanging out. 
 
    On the ground, the junkie's ugly girlfriend was writhing in pain, and from the corner of his eye, the Dungeon Core saw that the woman's stomach had grown from a simple bump to a full on beer keg. The woman's skin went from a greasy white to something akin to old battered parchment; her terrified eyes sank back into her head and what little hair that she had fell off her bony scalp. In seconds, she went from zombie junkie into a mummy as the life was literally drained from her body and was pumped into her womb. 
 
    With lips peeled back showing her festering mouth, she let out a hacking cough which could have been a cry for help or a scream of pain and terror. 
 
    That was when David felt it. That one drop of blood that had touched the woman's tongue had mingled with the unborn foetus, entering its body and becoming a part of it. He could feel the unborn human stretch out its fingers. 
 
    The child was a girl, though how he knew that was a mystery. 
 
    Sensing that this stranger was hurting one of their own, more of the stoners rose onto their feet.  
 
    Distracted by the thing that was growing right next to him, David was unprepared as a box knife went into his side. Then the crowd was on him. 
 
    The boyfriend stomped on David's head repeatedly and only stopped when a hand grabbed his shoulder. He spun around, fist flying and struck an aboriginal man in the jaw. His blood boiling from the drugs and the fight, he kicked the dark skinned man and laughed. 
 
    The Dungeon Core weathered the blows. He could do nothing against the hysterical dickheads who were trying to turn his head into a deflated soccer ball. He wasn't strong, he didn't know how to fight, David just crawled into a ball and took it. 
 
    You have unlocked a new mini-game. Minion Spawn, the Card Game. 
 
    You have unlocked. Multiplayer... 
 
    David missed the next part as somebody stabbed him with a needle. He hoped that it was empty. With no escape plan he did the only thing that he could, David entered the game world, leaving the junkies who were using him as an outlet for their messed up lives. 
 
    The itch to learn abruptly stopped. 
 
    David found himself sitting at a poker table; the world around him was dark and covered in wisps of green smoke. He could not feel the blows that were raining down upon him, and he could not smell the tang of sweat and despair. 
 
    “What the hell was I thinking?” he asked himself. 
 
    David recalled it all. He remembered the thermite exploding into his face and thinking that it was a shame that he had wasted all that metal, it was nuts. Then the stuff with the hospital and growing his hands back... 
 
    Fear smacked David across the head, and the Dungeon Core immediately checked his hands and face. He nearly cried. His hands were all red and looked as though several layers of skin had been stripped free. They were as stiff as steel wire and they felt lumpy. His face was worse and imagined it being something out of Hellraiser. 
 
    He sunk to his knees as a fresh wave of sorrow smashed into him. He wanted to cry but his tear ducts had been unsuccessfully restored. Dungeon Cores had no need for tears. 
 
    Then, sensing movement out in the mists, David raised his head. As far as he was concerned, if some monster wanted to come and kill him than it was welcome to. 
 
    From out of the smoke a woman dressed in low cut dress drew herself towards the table. Her skin was as dark as coal and she was nearly bald except for a single braid which she wrapped around her neck like a noose. She seemed just as unused to her surroundings as he did. 
 
    David noticed the woman's apple sized breasts which somehow didn't pop out from her rather revealing dress. As she glided towards the table, her dress moved this way and that, never quite showing that hint of a nipple. 
 
    She closed the distance and spoke harshly to the man who sulked before her, “You piece of shit, you dare challenge me to a duel?” 
 
    Tearing his gaze away from the newcomer's teasing bust, David looked up and saw that the woman was not happy with him. It was the typical story of his life. “Who are you?” he choked, still not yet over feeling sorry for himself. 
 
    “I am Killo'zeri' Cract. The death jewel of Yol. And you,” She leaned in so both their noses nearly touched and sneered, “have declared war upon me.” 
 
    The woman was clearly upset and mentally disturbed, though she did know how to work that cleavage. 
 
    Already tired of this bitch's nonsense, David glared back, “I didn't declare anything. I'm currently getting the shit kicked out of me by a bunch of homeless drug addicts. I just got into this game to... I don't know.” 
 
    The woman looked upon this place of shifting fog and darkness, “Foolishness. You challenge me while you are already in the grips of battle? I demand to know what this place is! I do not recognize it.” She looked at her hand and flinched, “What is this? Explain now. And why is your penis out?” Killo'zeri' Cract seemed more amused than scared and appalled, being reminded of a cute little chipmunk waving a stick at a wolf. 
 
    “What are you... Oh.” David followed her gaze downward and saw that his fly was open and his dick was hanging out. All in all he had better first impressions with women. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Well that had been weird. For some reason David had felt that the scan had been interrupted. 
 
    Checking the clock on the computer, the dungeon could not help but utter “Shit.” as he gazed at the display in wonder. While the other scans had lasted only a few days at the most, it appeared that that last one took five weeks straight to perform. 
 
    The coins had been easy enough to scan. On the theory setting it had taken nearly an entire day to research each of the coins, and for his troubles David had gotten himself a new upgrade and some new wiki entries. 
 
    The bonuses had only increased when he switched his research to the practical studies. He was now able to fully recreate an entire set of armour and a sword using dungeon points. He couldn't yet summon them as they were under the treasure menu, but that was just something for the future David to worry about. 
 
    What he was most interested in was what he had managed to discover during the scan of the basic armour. Somehow, and David had no clue as to how or why, he had managed to learn how to make thermite. 
 
    The problem was that while making the iron was a tad tricky, making purified aluminium was like getting your nuts put into a vice. The metal was crazy expensive, with grams costing thousands of DP to produce. 
 
    Feeling confident, which never went well for him, David had selected the obsession button and clicked on the Temper ring. Which was how he got into the position that he was in now. Nearly four entire weeks for a ring. Yes it was a relic but that was five weeks that he could have spent making a second swarm golem or refining his buildings. 
 
    He looked at his messages, hoping that nothing big happened. 
 
    
    
      
      	  To: david@dungeon  
  
     
 
      
      	  Subject: While you were gone 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dear David. 
  While you were scanning magical ring Temper, all life except your insects perished. 
  Your raiding party was successful. 
  Your raiding party was successful. 
  Your raiding party was unsuccessful. 
  Your raiding party has brought back the following items. 
  1 empty beer can. 
  4 kilograms of plant fibre. 
  14 unknown animal bones. 
  1 cigarette butt. 
  5 parrot feathers. 
  6 shards of glass. 
  479 dead insects. 
  1 food wrapper. 
  3 kilograms of unknown animal dung. 
  You gained 20 DP 
  You have lost 600 ants 
  You have unlocked new research. 
  Neurology. 
  Anatomy. 
  Brain waves. 
  Pain receptors. 
  Psychology. 
  Behaviour study. 
  Physics. 
  Astrology. 
  Magic tricks. 
  Know this. The traditional schools of magic do not exist in your realm. What this means to your dungeon only time will tell. 
  You have unlocked the following mutations. 
  Tormented. 
  Pain scale. 
  Abusive. 
  Occult skin. 
  You have unlocked the following upgrades. 
  Storage converter 1. 
  You have made your first room. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Before David could begin to understand what this all meant another prompt appeared. 
 
    Quest completed. Discover new mutations I. 
 
    Reward. 0.1% chance of a random mutation appearing in newborns within your domain. 
 
    Quest alert. Discover mutations II 
 
    Learn 15 new mutations. 5/15 
 
    Reward. Better chance of discovering random mutations in newborn minions.  
 
    David had no idea where to begin with this. He should have been pissed off that his snakes had all died while he had been off in La La Land, but he was just so overwhelmed. He had just pushed on the ring for a laugh, hoping that maybe he could transform his berserker ability into something useful. 
 
    He hadn't expected to be out of commission for five weeks. The amount of new upgrades were fantastic but it was a long time for anything to happen. David got out of his chair and let out a huge stretch, “Shit that was a long time.” he sat back down and began to sort through his new upgrades. 
 
    Metallurgy. 
 
    Allows you to create, transform, and manipulate metals that you know using DP or resources. 
 
    Cost: 10 DP. 
 
    Storage Conversion I. 
 
    Gives more dungeon points when recycling resources. 
 
    Cost 50 DP. 
 
    He had gotten the metallurgy right after scanning the copper coin, but at that time it had cost over 120 dungeon points, then it turned to 100 when he scanned the silver. It was only when David scanned the iron armour that the cost dropped to fifty. 
 
    The more that he knew about something didn't just unlock new things, it also changed the cost. Hopefully, if he researched enough items it would get to the point that the cost would be negligible.  
 
    But after being out of commission for five weeks, the dungeon wasn't in the mood to scan the other items. Something had gone wrong with the last time and David didn't want to spend another month sleeping. Afraid that the upgrade would disappear if he didn't get it fast enough, he clicked on the Storage Conversion I. 
 
    Then he blacked out. 
 
    When David opened his eyes he found that his surroundings had changed. It was still the security room that he knew and was beginning to truly loathe, but it seemed different somehow, was it bigger? He turned his head and saw something new. 
 
    His ironic coffee pot had disappeared, and while its departure was a loss, David had gotten himself something better. It was one of those do it yourself cappuccino machines that you saw in service stations. 
 
    David was already to drop to his knees and pray to the beautiful thing. However, instead of prostrating himself before the device, the dungeon's avatar ran to the machine and began inspecting it. 
 
    The first thing he noticed first was the display which read, GROUND UP GOODNESS. 
 
    David shook his head. Looking through the selection he found that the flavours all came with different costs. 
 
    Water. 2 storage points. 
 
    Hot water. 3 storage points. 
 
    Milk. 4 storage points. 
 
    Tea. 5 storage points. 
 
    Espresso. 20 storage points. 
 
    Cappuccino. 30 storage points. 
 
    Short latte 40 storage points. 
 
    Tall Latte. 50 storage points. 
 
    Hot chocolate. 60 storage points. 
 
    The instructions on the sign next to the machine indicated that for each point of storage, David would get 0.4 DP. It wasn't great, but it was a better system than what he had before. Now he might be able to have a drink without needing to measure each sip. 
 
    David returned to his seat, planning on moving a few items to his junk pile. He needed a real shot of caffeine bad. 
 
    The talk about there not being magic in his neighbourhood wasn't a surprise to the dungeon. He guessed that was the reason that the douchebag's ring hadn't worked in the first place. No magic, no protection. What bothered him was how the hell butterfly was able to disguise herself when there was no magic around her. There was also the thought about how the dungeon came to exist in the first place. 
 
    David pushed those thoughts away. What mattered now was coffee. He moved the knights and their armour over to the junk pile. “I'm going to slurp down some pedos...” he winced as he heard his own words, “Wait, that came out wrong. Okay, glad that no one was around to hear that.” 
 
    Before he went back to the coffee machine he looked at his new upgrades. 
 
    New upgrades available. 
 
    Storage Conversion II. 
 
    Improves the conversion ratio of recycling resources into dungeon points. 
 
    Cost: 1000 DP. 
 
    Metal converter I. 
 
    Your knowledge of metals allows you to recycle metal resources for more dungeon points. 
 
    Cost: 20 DP. 
 
    Magic converter. 
 
    You are unable to use magical items and creatures to their fullest, but it doesn't mean they are worthless. Deconstruct magical resources for extra DP. 
 
    Cost: 150 DP. 
 
    Well this is fun. David thought as he read the new upgrades. It looks like he had a dilemma before him. He wanted to get conversion upgrade but that was a long term solution to a problem that he had now. He looked at his current junk pile. 
 
    The question was would getting the metal and magic converting upgrades balance out the cost? 
 
    David doubted that he was going to run into much steel out in the Australian outback. The real selling point in this would have to be the car. 
 
    Since he became what he was now, the dungeon had been keeping the Beast and the tools that had been inside it as emergency cash, not wanting to convert it just in case something happened. David had five hundred points of steel in his storage bin, and though it would be like cutting his own arm off, he would destroy them if he had to. 
 
    He took out the beer can and the metal armour from the junk bin. All he wanted was a cup of coffee, but he knew that he would be cursing and crying later if he jumped the gun. Anyway, he had enough junk to play around with. 
 
    David went through the routine of making a cappuccino. Done, he took a sip and it was like pure awesomeness was travelling down his throat. Suddenly he was 12 DP richer. 
 
    His points now up to 492 DP points, David purchased Metal converter I. 
 
    After blacking out a second time, and suffering a mild concussion from banging his head on the desk, the security office had a new piece of equipment in it. 
 
    The machine was half a head taller than David was. It was big, fat, and if the dungeon's avatar had a ring he possibly would have married it. Spray painted on a background of blues and whites was the word Metal. No catchy gimmick just a simple and elegant message. 
 
    He leaned in and gave the vending machine a hug and a sloppy kiss. “You big beauty,” he laughed. After playing around with the junk file, the dungeon managed to load up the machine with all of the metal that he had managed to procure. 
 
    The image of the can appeared next to the top button, along with 40 DP right there where the price should have been. It seemed that machine measured how much DP you were going to get from each individual item, which was really convenient. The calculations were already done and the pictures seemed clear enough, it just didn't tell you much else about the products. 
 
    For all David knew whatever came out of this machine was going to have a strong metallic taste, or worse, it was only going to spew out Mountain Dew. 40 DP for an empty beer can? He didn't know the calculation that went into that but he wasn't going to say no to it. He just hoped that it didn't taste like arse. 
 
    There came a satisfying thump from slot below and the dungeon's avatar admired his latest prize. 
 
    It was a can of what appeared to be beer. There wasn't much else about it, no colourful labels, no telling what type of brand it was, all the can said was beer in big block lettering. It brought a tear to David's eye. 
 
    The substance tasted like stale gorilla piss but the dungeon savoured every drop. It was beer alright, though he didn't recognise the taste. It was more of a bitter than a lager, but David had never been the type to care about the beer sub-groups. As long as it wasn't any of that light or dry shit, he didn't care about where it came from. 
 
    Having shaken the can for every single drop, David closed his eyes and allowed himself to breathe in from the afterglow. 
 
    Tibetan monks trained for entire life times to obtain the serenity that David felt at that moment. The dungeon felt at peace for the first time in years. Even before all of this mess had started, human David had always felt rushed, his mind scattered in a thousand places, and his world chaotic at the best of times. 
 
    A smile dared to spread itself across his face. Was this joy he felt? Damn, he had really needed that drink. He knew that it was all in his head that the beer had just been a symbolic representation of the dungeon telling him that what he had just partaken in was addictive and pleasant, but he didn't care. 
 
    For the first time since he had gotten to be the dungeon master, David slowed down and allowed himself to not give a fuck about anything. It allowed him to think far more rationally. 
 
    This job or whatever this was could just be a blessing in disguise. Yes, he was alone. Yes, he was trapped. Yes, he was no longer able to enjoy the luxuries that even people in third world countries could achieve. But that was today. He thought about the positives. For one thing he could turn empty aluminium cans into beer. People would call that an awesome super power. He could also turn shit and dirt into quality coffee. Name one superhero who could pull that power out of their arse. 
 
    He thought about what he had achieved so far. He had killed Barney the killer dinosaur, he had tricked and killed an evil fairy, and he had an insect army under his command. True, he couldn't get Wi-Fi and that sucked, but he had lived without the internet before. 
 
    David looked at his monitors. “Ha,” he laughed and went over to the screens. Since he had been here he had never had the need to use the fifth the monitor. The fourth one he had on the dungeon wiki, but the fifth one had just been a bit of a spare. 
 
    He physically moved said monitor to the side. Either the alcohol content of this particular beer was seventy proof, or his forced detox program had softened him up. Either way, he began to use a paint-like program to give the monitor a smiley face. 
 
    “Done. I shall call you... Mac.” David raised his arms to the computer monitor as if welcoming a newborn to the world. “Mac, I am your supervisor. Your job will be to do absolutely nothing; I will then be forced to work harder to cover for your arse.” 
 
    Speaking in a squeaky voice, David, pretending to be Mac said, “That sounds fantastic, Boss. How about you get yourself another beer?” 
 
    “Good idea, Mac.” David moved the armour and swords over to the metal file. He then hastened over to the machine; he stooped down to have a look at the display. Something seemed a bit off. 
 
    “What is it Boss?” David/Mac asked. 
 
    “The armour. One set is going to give me like eighty points,” David said. 
 
    “That doesn't compute, Boss. You got like forty from like... Fifty grams of aluminium. The suit has to weigh, what? Forty, fifty kilograms?” 
 
    “Yeah, it's weird.” David slapped his face. “Crying out loud. Look at what I've become. I'm talking to a fucking doodle on the computer.” Feeling like he was losing his mind, David transmuted the armour and smiled when the thump came, signalling that he had gotten a new drink. “Gin?” David had never drunk the stuff straight before. But it was better than raw sewage so... 
 
    Ten minutes later, David found himself slumped over his computer desk, feeling both happy and miserable at the same time. 
 
    “You're drrrunk, Dave,” Mac said. 
 
    “I'm a dungeon,” David protested, “How can a dungeon get shit faced?” 
 
    “Good point. Hey, I just got a thought while we were drinking down the Beast's front bumper.” 
 
    “Hey, me too.” Who knew that chrome metal tasted like bathtub champagne? David definitely didn't. The new vending machine rocked. He did wonder why they didn't make more beer vending machines but reasoned that the Japanese probably cornered the market. They were always shoving weird shit in vending machines? Couldn't they just do home delivery like a normal person? 
 
    David purchased the treasure making upgrade and grinned. Now he could make gold coins. Hell, he could swim in a bathtub filled with gold. Just like Scrooge McDuck. It wouldn't so much clean him as act as a gold coffin, but hey. He could die rich. 
 
    For some stupid reason, David's hand refused to obey him and it took two hands to work the mouse. He laughed, “I am so pissed right now.”  
 
    He pulled up a battery from his storage. He had been keeping them for the bug zapper but when the lamp had become obsolete, David had just held onto the batteries for a rainy day. Today was that day. 
 
    Drunk, he bought the treasure manipulation tool and taped two wires to both ends of the battery. He couldn't do what he needed to do within the creator so he placed his sparky thing within his first room. It then became a process of David using two ants to bring the two wires together to make a circuit, an activity made more difficult as he couldn't stop giggling. 
 
    There was a spark and two ants suddenly died. 
 
    You have discovered electricity. 
 
    “Hey Mac, I invented electrosity. I'm like a... Genius or something.” 
 
    Now why hadn't that prompt appeared when the bug zapper was on? David palm slapped himself, “Stupid. The only thing I ever killed with it was evil Tinkerbelle. I don't even know why I keep it around anymore.” David sent the item over to his junk folder. 
 
    He tried again, using his insects to create a circuit. David kept his finger on the mouse button, ready to collect the elusive spark. If he wasn't so intoxicated at the moment, he may have turned the bug zapper on and have a few mosquitoes fly to their doom instead of trying to turn a handful of ants into electricians. 
 
    David's face was so close to the screen that his eyeballs could have been glued to the monitor. “Come on. Give me a spark.” 
 
    This time the spark lasted longer and when he clicked the collect button a prompt came up. 
 
    In order to obtain electricity as your new food source, you must go through a configuration change. Do you want to change your configuration? Yes or no? 
 
    “Yikes.” David immediately clicked on no. He had no desire to lose another two years. If he had a generator producing millions of volts of electricity then yeah, but right now all he had was a dead car battery and a handful of double As. “Hey, that was close. I nearly spent another two years as a vegetable. Now why did I say that? Well, it doesn't matter.” 
 
    New quest. 
 
    Volts and amps? What's the difference? 
 
    You have identified that you could collect electricity as a food source. Research and build an electric generator. 
 
    Reward. Shortens time for new configuration. Power to your dungeon. New dungeon type: Power station. 
 
    “Now where the fuck do I get a generator from? I can't get out of here. I'm a dungeon. I'm a building. Hello.” It wasn't like he had the internet or had or somebody that could do research for him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    For the past five hundred years the spirit of the Zellio'zeri Crat had gotten into a comfortable routine. She would stand in one place and do absolutely nothing. As she was a tree this routine wasn't particularly difficult. Trees were notorious for their ability to not do anything physically labour intensive, which they paid for later when they turned into a foot rest. 
 
    It had taken some work but Zellio'zeri had managed to make her empire self-sustaining, creating an entire ecosystem designed to capture, store, and replenish energy. Every animal and plant on her little world was designed to benefit her. 
 
    So imagine the tree's surprise when an odd looking window appeared before her. 
 
    Dear Dungeon. 
 
    You have been chosen at random to a duel with another dungeon. Do you wish to accept? 
 
    The tree was incredulous. If she was so shocked that her branches swayed, and she was ashamed to admit that her trunk may have creaked. She hadn't even known that she could read. 
 
    Trees saw a book in the same way that a human saw a wagon made out of the bodies of half eaten children. A library much like a furniture department store was the stuff of horror movies. 
 
    Being an incredibly old dungeon, Zellio'zeri was no stranger when it came to wars with her own kind. A couple of million years ago she had fought against an upstart from another continent, who had sent his pig-nosed barbarians to her shore. At the time, a more naive tree had been unprepared and the battle had lasted until a meteor had killed nearly all life on the planet. 
 
    The two were under a truce at the moment, the truce being that Zellio'zeri now controlled the entire planet and the other dungeon was hiding in a mountain where she couldn't kill him. 
 
    What was curious was that that war had been a truly barbaric affair, more of a surprise attack that had quickly escalated. This was far more formal. 
 
    A written declaration of war with another dungeon? It was... Odd. At least to Zellio'zeri it was a tad unorthodox.   
 
    For months Zellio'zeri fretted upon the notion of fighting an unknown dungeon. While the previous war had consisted of her domain being bent over a barrel and getting mercilessly pounded, the end result had been in her favour. When the meteor had hit, most of the other dungeon’s resources had been inside her domain, which gave her one hell of a restart. 
 
    Thinking that it would be rude to turn the battle down, the tree accepted the challenge. 
 
    If the tree had eyes they would have bulged out, as she felt her consciousness become split. Her mind was hurled into the darkness, a world between worlds, and a plane of existence where time and space were not so restrictive. 
 
    Before she could have a chance to regret her choice, Zellio'zeri found herself walking in a world of smoke and darkness. Wait. Walking? 
 
    The dungeon who had challenged her was not what she had expected. In his prime her previous foe had been a mighty force with an army and fleet at his back, this whelp however, was damaged and snivelling. He was young, barely a newborn, yet he had the nerve to declare war upon her? The spirit of nature? 
 
    Then, this young dungeon told her his story. 
 
    Sitting at the table, Zellio'zeri listened to David's origins and his current predicament. She was honestly surprised at the tale. A native inhabitant of a virgin world turning into a dungeon and then becoming capable of roaming the world outside of his domain. It was preposterous and absurd, yet... 
 
    The spirit of the tree examined her new appendages. She was bombarded with sensations that she had never before experienced. Back in her body her perception was vast. She could feel the trees and plants grow, she had no physical eyes but she could sense everything. Her domain stretched across an entire planet, yet she was still able to sense a lone caterpillar munching on a leaf a continent away. 
 
    Now, she saw and heard the world as one of her own creatures might. 
 
    She bent her fingers and let out a sigh. Such simple motions but they were so expressive and intoxicating. She opened her legs and shivered in excitement as her dress stroked her newly acquired sex. How did these creatures stand such sensations? 
 
    When David had told her about how he had tricked a dungeon fairy into killing itself, she laughed. 
 
    Being a tree, Zellio'zeri had never laughed before. It had been like a bubbling explosion that pushed out of her chest and up through her mouth, at first she thought that she was unwell or that David had launched some insidious spell upon her, but it felt so good. 
 
    “I think. I think that I was being controlled. Like I had to learn about brains and... metal. Is that normal?” David asked. 
 
    Zellio'zeri willed herself to be calm and in control, “I'm afraid that your questions are wasted on me, David. I have no knowledge of your predicament. I will ask, why did you not take this... fairy up on her offer? Don't be wrong, I am delighted that you saw through such a parasite’s ruse, but power is not something our kind dismisses so easily.” 
 
    David shrugged, “I knew that she was using me. I've been around salesmen before. Hell, I've done some sales when I was first starting out. I um, guess I didn't like what she was selling.” 
 
    “You could sense deception,” Zellio'zeri approved. How many of her kind had become mere puppets to creatures who wanted power for themselves, caring nothing for nature and balance? She dared not think about it. 
 
    Zellio'zeri’s eyes turned sharp and David flinched as he felt the challenging glare of Mother Nature fall upon him. “Now you seek to war with me little cave. Be glad, I will remember you fondly after I choke the life from your dead body.” 
 
    “Ooookaaay,” David trailed off. “I'm not going to fight you physically. This is more of a game.” 
 
    “Game? The only game is survival, David. It is the only game the forest knows.” 
 
    David pointed at the game board, “The idea of the game is to create a monster using cards. We will then possess said monster and try to kill each other. The winner will not only successfully summon the monster without expanding energy, but win an ante card from the loser.” 
 
    The tree/woman stroked her sharp chin and David was really trying hard not to leer at her cleavage. That damn dress of hers seemed to be held there by God trying to fuck with him. 
 
    “Interesting. A free monster from an alien world is hard to come by. How do we create said monster?” 
 
    David pointed to the two decks of cards that appeared before the pair, “These decks contain every creature, power, ability, and material that we have.” 
 
    Zellio'zeri smiled; she had far more cards than her opponent. She puffed out her chest as if she won some kind of minor victory. She noticed the other dungeon staring at her chest; he had been stealing glances at her bust since their meeting. Was she deformed? 
 
    David coughed and continued, “First, we randomly draw six cards from our individual decks.” he pulled free six cards and Zellio'zeri mimicked his behaviour. 
 
    The tree admired the art of her cards. There was the image of a brlee, the seed of an urkron, an herb, a butterfly, a river, and a staff that one of her shamans used for ceremonies. She did not know what kind of monster that she could make with such items but they did look nice. Perhaps she could teach her sentients to make such things. All they seemed to want to do was mate and whack each other with sticks. 
 
     “Now what?” she asked. 
 
    “Now we select one of our opponent’s cards. This will be the ante. Here, pick one.” he held up his hand. 
 
    Zellio'zeri peered at the cards but could determine none of their secrets, “You have them facing away from me. How do I know what to pick?” 
 
    “You don't. You could pick a mountain of gold or pocket lint.” 
 
    So that was how he wanted to play, huh? Very well. Zellio'zeri chose a card at random. It appeared to be a black wheel of some kind. The wheel was made of a material called rubber, though how she knew this or what its purpose was, was beyond her. She elected to remain silent, it was proof that while David was still young, his world was unknown. 
 
    Her opponent reached out his hands but hesitated from taking the first card. His eyes were locked onto Zellio'zeri human face. He watched her carefully as his finger pointed to each of her cards. 
 
    What was he doing? Zellio'zeri was surprised to find that her opponent's eyes held a hint of a wolf that was stalking its prey. It was only until he struck that she realised her error. 
 
    David picked the one card that Zellio'zeri had been coveting. While she had picked by luck, he had been scanning her emotions, watching her expressions. She cursed herself for her stupidity. 
 
    The Dungeon Core examined his future prize and to Zellio'zeri surprise, frowned, “Great, acorns. You got four of my car tires and I got ten acorns.” David shook his head. 
 
    This time Zellio'zeri kept her expressions neutral. She was a tree, a tree does not cry out, nor does it shout out in rage. Her opponent obviously didn't realize what he intended to win, thinking that urkron seeds were just normal acorns. Good. 
 
    “Now that we have established that I am to gain the most from this game's outcome. How do we proceed?” 
 
    The Dungeon Core looked down at the board and saw that there were already three cards present. One had the image of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian man, the other had something like a diseased and misshapen humanoid, and the other had some sort of Asian word printed on it. Despite the lack of words, David knew what they were. It did not look good. 
 
    He began, “The monster we make has six basic attributes. Monster type, knowledge, weapons, environment, status, and other. First is the monster type.” The Core pointed to the Da Vinci card. “Human is the basic animal type.” 
 
    “Human?” The tree searched her memory but found nothing, “I am unfamiliar with this creature.” 
 
    David made a hand gesture and a two legged creature appeared before Zellio'zeri. It was approximately the size of a Barbie doll and was female in gender. It was hairless except for a tuft of fur on its sex and head. The creature, while ape-like did not appear to be healthy. 
 
    Zellio'zeri got to experience her first feeling of revulsion as she stared at the thing. “This is what we will be fighting with?” 
 
    David was staring at something invisible, which was most likely his own human doll. “Yeah. The cretin card. That's my fault. The child isn't exactly healthy. I sort of made it by accident.” He tapped on the second card, “Both our monsters will be mentally and physically handicapped. There is also a higher chance of a mutation happening.” 
 
    “And the third card?” Zellio'zeri dared to enquire. 
 
    “Anti-magic. The creature will be immune to all forms of magic.” 
 
    “Another handicap?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Will she be able to create a magic shield? No. But she could walk right through a barrier. You could turn her blood into an anti-curse potion, and she could easily kill wizards.” 
 
    “A sorcerer killer,” Zellio'zeri mused. This deformed monster just suddenly got interesting. There could be a use for such a creature. “Go on. What next?” 
 
    David placed one of the cards that he held onto the spaces below the disease card. Zellio'zeri leaned over. The card displayed the image of a brain, a section of which was highlighted blue. 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    “Supramarginal gyrus. It's the part of the brain that dictates empathy. Now, instead of mentally challenged human, I have redirected the damage. Now she will not understand other people's emotions while retaining all of her intellect and rational.” 
 
    Damn. She had not been expecting that. To change a weakness into a possible strength? This young dungeon was indeed a crafty one. 
 
    The tree looked at her cards. If she had a hope of getting anywhere, she will need to fix the deformity. 
 
    An idea struck her. She placed down the brlee card next to the cretin card. 
 
    The brlee was one of the tree's failed experiments. It had been a large squid-like creature that had been meant to tangle around its victim and then slowly drain the life from them. While this had worked against other smaller animals, the pig-nosed enemies had treated the brlee as a delicacy and had hunted them to extinction. 
 
    Zellio'zeri had never resurrected the species because of how useless they were against primitive weapons like spears. 
 
    The doll on the table underwent a small seizure. Her back arched and the woman's eyes went wide in horror. The change had to be unbearably painful as the creature's arms exploded with muscles. There were more than practical changes as the monster's teeth needlessly turned crooked and her brow sloped. 
 
    Instead of fixing the deformity, Zellio'zeri used it as fuel, creating a simple animal with the body of a hairless gorilla. Primitive and powerful, something that was easy to control but could prove a dangerous enemy to encounter. 
 
    The tree, unable to help herself, smiled. While David would continue to fix this poor creature, she would concentrate on building a new weapon in her already bloated arsenal. 
 
     “My turn,” David said and placed another card onto the table. 
 
    Nearing the end of the game, David was the only one who still had a single card in his hand. He seemed happy with his creation and did not want to spoil it, or that had been what he had claimed. 
 
    The tree, not one to waste anything had used her entire hand on this one creature. She looked down upon her creation and felt a sense of accomplishment. Whatever humanity had been once present was now promptly stripped. Only a savage and unthinking ogre remained. 
 
    The creature was covered in colourful blue green hair, its face was ape-like and its size had nearly doubled. It was capable of swimming in the most turbulent of rivers and it held a giant club. But despite its appearance the monster was strictly an herbivore that preferred to eat a particular weed in her forest. 
 
    Such a creature would have taken thousands of years to make, and that was if Zellio'zeri ever would have thought up the idea. She had never created anything like this beast. 
 
    David sat back in his chair and looked exhausted. He looked down at his side and there was a crimson stain on his shirt. He had been stabbed repeatedly. 
 
    Zellio'zeri cocked her head at the wound, “You are still in the middle of battle, David. You should return to your world. Heal before they burn you and cut you down.” 
 
    “Yeah. I should.” David said. He looked at the cards that he had assembled, “The problem is, I don't think I'll get to the door. I need a distraction, something to get their attention away from me.” 
 
    “You hope to use your creature to save yourself.” Zellio'zeri approved. It was the duty of her monsters to protect the forest, because while the forest could live without the beasts, the beasts would find it difficult to survive without the forest. 
 
    “I need this, Zellio'zeri Crat. I need this.” 
 
    “Then you had best win it against me, little cave.” The tree responded. 
 
    David was getting desperate; he was a wounded beast, trying to placate the lion which was orbiting around him. Zellio'zeri didn't feel an ounce of pity for this fool; he had created his own downfall. He had separated himself from his place of power just to feel a sense of freedom. 
 
    David held his hand up, “I can give you both cards right now and toss in an extra random card.” 
 
    “And in return I give you this fight?” Zellio'zeri shook her head. “No, David.” 
 
    “You don't need it.” he shouted, “You can still get something out of this.” 
 
    Zellio'zeri felt a piercing sting of fear when David raised his voice. She did not like the sensation and she retaliated, “No more random rubbish David, show me all your cards. Let me pick three from your collection.” 
 
    David thought about it for only a second, “And you'll forfeit the game? You walk away with three cards and I get the creature?” 
 
    The tree's eyes glanced towards her creation. It was an unusual monster. It could make for an interesting tool in her garden of horrors and dangers, but her ecosystem was in perfect balance at the moment. There was no need to introduce an unknown and untested alien in her paradise. “Agreed.” 
 
    A window hung in the air above the table. 
 
    The dungeon Zellio'zeri Crat has agreed to forfeit the match for three of David Mascoff's cards. 
 
    David pushed his deck to his opponent, he was not happy, but there was little about his day that he was excited about. 
 
    As he watched, impotent to do anything as Zellio'zeri searched through his collection, David half expected the hot African queen to put on a strap-on and tell him to bend over. He wasn't a hundred percent sure what he exactly had, but as he saw the goddess select her first card he wanted to openly weep. 
 
    Zellio'zeri admired her three cards and purred like a cat that got the cream. She did not find much in the young dungeon's arsenal, but she did discover a few gems. 
 
    She placed down the three cards. “You surprise me Dungeon. I will have to prepare myself for our next encounter.” 
 
    David examined the cards and looked confused. There was something called a swarm golem, several seeds that he did not recognise, and his memories of dull classical music. Beethoven and Mozart. Music that he had listened to but had otherwise no interest in. As far as he was concerned the woman had just helped him clear up space. As for the swarm golem, well... That wasn't his problem. 
 
    Overall, it could have been worse. David had lost none of the research that he had painstaking collected and none of the drugs that he had synthesised.  
 
    The dark skinned woman vacated her seat, looking very much like she had just taken David's balls and was about ready to string them into a necklace. “Good luck in your battle, David. I do hope that you invite me to play in this little game of yours again.” 
 
    Not sure exactly how to escape this place but needing a grand exit, Zellio'zeri walked into the world of smoke and shadow. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    David woke up feeling like a window glass plane had hit him in the head. This was starting to turn into a habit. 
 
    The drug addicts had gone to work on him. Two of their number had stabbed him repeatedly while another had used her hypodermic needle to jab him in the eyeball. Also, judging from the amount of shattered glass that was around him, one of the arseholes had broken a beer bottle against his noggin'. 
 
    But despite getting stabbed, stomped on, beaten up, and turned half blind, he didn't feel a thing. His research into the mysteries of pain and emotion had allowed him to modify his own brain chemistry. Which was a really, really good thing, because judging from how far the needle had been inserted into his eye, it probably would have stung a bit. 
 
    David wriggled his lower body and was thankful that he was still wearing pants, getting sodomised by a drug addict was not something high on his wish list. 
 
    He opened his mouth in an attempt to complain and bitch to God about his current bought of stupidity. What had he been thinking following two dipshits who had just mugged him and then willingly gone into a crack house? Even when he was drunk off his arse he wasn't that dumb. 
 
    Again David attempted to speak but was unable to so much as gurgle or groan. That was the problem with shutting off the pain sensors; you couldn't tell what was broken. Well, at this point in time he wasn't going to turn it back on. Especially as the hypodermic needle was still lodged in his damn eyeball. 
 
    He should have been scared shitless. The very thought that he could die should have burned through his survival instincts. Instead, the Dungeon Core felt incredibly stupid. The police officer who found his remains would probably suspect that he had died of being retarded. 
 
    Warning. You are damaged. Return to your domain for repair. 
 
    Thanks for stating the obvious you son of a bitch. David thought. 
 
    He intended to remove the hypodermic needle but there was something wrong with his hand. Later he would discover that some unsavoury bastard had used the heel of their shoe to shatter several of his fingers. For being a bunch of unemployed stoners they had definitely been thorough about beating him up. 
 
    His brain working calmly and efficiently, David came up with a horrible idea. He knew that this particular theory measured about a ten on the idiot scale, he knew that it was probably going to be a mistake, but he wasn't exactly in a position to do much else about it. He opened up Forge. 
 
    The mini-game was just as useless as it had been before. No tutorial, no real interface, just something that looked like a circuit board on drugs, but it at least took his mind off the fact that he would most likely end up in a landfill. 
 
    During his escapades, David had used this system to create his drugs and he felt that he had gotten some control over it. He could now scan an object and create a copy of its structure. It always made him feel both hungry and tired afterwards, but considering that he was rearranging an object's molecular structure, that was just the price he had to pay. But this wasn't a simple cut and paste job. 
 
    He looked at what he had to work with. Stainless steel, plastic, and... he shuddered. It looked as though the needle had been used. Well it made sense, why kill a guy with your stash of clean needles when you had a bunch of used ones just lying on the floor? 
 
    David stared at the game, not sure what he expected to happen. He had wanted the needle gone. There was no saving his eyeball without some heavy duty surgery. 
 
    A window appeared. 
 
    Do you wish to use this object to repair yourself? 
 
    David was dumbfounded. “I can do that? Shit. Do it man.” If he knew that he could use Forge to repair his body he would have done so weeks ago. 
 
    After a short loading screen and an advertisement for a new line of women's shoes, the style of the board changed, transforming from a sheet full of holes in it and into something that the Dungeon Core actually recognised. It was a printed circuit board. 
 
    A spiderweb of metallic tracks lead outward, touching empty slots where capacitors and transistors should have been. It was still nonsense to David, but it was at least something better than the mess before. 
 
    Above the screen three stick figures appeared, and to the right there were a collection of multi-coloured transistors. The transistors were likely a symbol for the materials he had to deal with, there were hundreds of the things and only thirty slots to put them in. To the left was 0/20 number system, what it was supposed to represent was anyone's guess. 
 
    “Can I at least get a tutorial? No? Fine.” David picked up one of the transistors and put it in a random slot. 
 
    *** 
 
    David opened both of his eyes and to his amazement, not only was the needle gone but he could see out of both his eyes. It was fantastic. 
 
    The game had been a bitch and a half to play. It turns out that the 0/20 was how many sockets that you had to get correct. Of course, it doesn't tell you which ones are correct even when you put them in the right socket, no, that would be too easy. A hundred different components and only twenty out of the thirty sockets actually mattered. 
 
    Three lives had not been enough. David had gotten up to 9/20 but was unable to get any higher. In his honest opinion his score wasn't half bad. Nearly half on a first go. Sadly, his vision had suffered for it. Everything was blurry on his left eye and he was sure that he was now colour blind. Somebody was going to pay. 
 
    “She'la?” The boyfriend was down on his knees, holding his hands above his mummified girlfriend's swollen abdomen as if he could somehow heal her. 
 
    David tried to turn his head, but his neck was not listening. He had no choice but to play forge continuously until he could move again. 
 
    While he couldn't see the person who was pacing back and forward, the Dungeon Core definitely felt him. He closed his eyes and played the game again, meanwhile the arseholes who had attempted to kill him were hovering around the undead skeleton with the beanbag for a stomach. 
 
    What was left of the woman was gone. Her skin was stretched so tight around her skull and ribs that she looked vacuum packed. Her eyes along with her internal organs had shrunken to the point that a box of raisins looked healthier. 
 
    “That shit don't look right.” A thirty year-old with an ACDC bandanna said. He paced back and forth, debating if he should leave or shoot up. 
 
    The oldest member of the ten surviving junkies poked at the woman's abdomen with a nicotine coated finger. “My wife was huge but not like that. Feels like a... zit or a stress ball.” 
 
    A seventeen year-old runaway gave him a smack, “we should get her to a hospital. Jesus. What did that sick fuck do to her?” 
 
    None of the men or women in the room had ever seen anything like this. Even in their stoned nightmares the most that they ever got were zombies and clowns. Several of them suspected that they were out of their mind high and that this was an acid trip. 
 
    “Damn, and she was a good fuck too.” One man said mournfully. 
 
    The man who David had assumed was the woman's boyfriend stroked the female's skull, his fingers accidentally pulling away a patch of skin like it was plastic wrap. There was just enough liquid left that gooey red strings followed parchment thin skin. 
 
    The boyfriend flicked the piece of flesh to the floor and promptly threw up. He didn't know what was worse, seeing the bloody slime covered bone that lay underneath the skin, or that it was still warm. 
 
    The other junkies stepped back, cursing. 
 
    They continued to shout at each other like children, thinking that the louder they screamed the better that their peers would listen to them. 
 
    They didn't notice that David was looking right at them. The Dungeon Core had lost one of his shoes, but the result had been worth it. It turned out that one of the drop-kicks had slit his throat and severed his vocal cords, which explained why he couldn't so much as moan about what just happened. 
 
    The Dungeon Core lay there, fuming and wanting to kill each and every one of these pricks. His anger slowly began to recede and horror take hold as his eyes lay upon the woman he had been studying. He had done this to her. He and his stupid powers. 
 
    Then he felt it. 
 
    The dungeon's essence was still inside the woman. It had treated the mother like a man treated a can of beer, it had drained her of everything and then it had tried to go further. The essence had transferred all of her nutrients from the mother into the thing that was inside her womb. But that wasn't just it, David saw something else in there, a piece of something foreign and yet strangely familiar to him. 
 
    Unsure what to do and having very few options, David tried to visualise a tiny chick bursting free from its egg. He focused on every detail he could, the creature's drive to break free of its prison, the urge to breath, to set up a Netflix account, anything that would give David the distraction he needed to get out of there. 
 
    Sensing the life that was inside, the oldest stoner put his ear against the woman's stomach, “Hey, I think I can hear something.” 
 
    David found the words just vomiting out of him, “Come forth.” His repair job must have messed up somewhere because even to his ears it sounded as if he had contracted throat cancer. 
 
    Great I'm one step closer to being fat Batman. David thought. 
 
    Realising that he had just fucked himself, the Dungeon Core attempted to get up. His muscles felt like worn leather coated in bubble wrap, his joints cracked with even the slightest movement, and the simplest flex was sluggish. 
 
    As one, the junkies turned their heads to see their vanquished foe trying to get onto his feet. So much for the Dungeon Core's daring escape plan. 
 
    “Bastard's still alive,” the guy with the ACDC bandanna sneered. 
 
    David's murderer stood up, snatching up a bloody box cutter from the floor as he rose, “I'll fuckin' fix that.” He approached the Dungeon Core like a man that was just barely holding himself together. 
 
    The expression on his face caused a bolt of fear to travel down the Dungeon Core's spine. He wasn't sure that a box cutter could kill him, but he really didn't want to find out.  
 
    The younger woman stepped back, “How? I stabbed him in the eye.” Her expression changed to confusion when she saw her victim's nearly repaired eye, “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    Not wanting to see a murder, an older woman who had the hair and body of a hag noticed that the older man still had his ear pressed up against the dead woman's womb. She also noticed that he had wet himself. “Get off her, Glen.” she said and pulled the pervert away. 
 
    Glen fell back to the floor and looked content to stay there. 
 
    “God dammit, what's wrong with you?” 
 
    ACDC guy leaned over the woman's corpse, “Look.” he pointed at a small hole in the woman's stomach. The old man must have accidentally created when he touched her decrepit skin. 
 
    David hoped that the hole was interesting enough that it would cause the boyfriend to look away for about twenty minutes. That should be more than enough time for him to limp out of the room; sadly, it looked as if that wasn't going to happen. 
 
    Fear was becoming an excellent motivator. The Dungeon Core was growing to suspect that he needed to physically touch the thing that was inside the woman's womb, a slight oversight in his plan now that he thought about it, but the idea that he was going to be chopped up into little pieces allowed him to be open to all kinds of insane ideas. 
 
    Right now he pictured himself jumping around like he was in the martial arts movie. His fist swinging outward, treating each of the junkies like they were his personal punching bag. Maybe if he believed that he could do half of what he fantasized about, maybe he would get out of there. 
 
    From the depths of that mound of irregular flesh, something that was never meant to be stirred. 
 
    The screams filled the building as gore covered hand burst out of the mummy's bloated stomach. It reached for the light as if it was a tangible thing, the hand clawing at the foul air. 
 
    The junkies screamed and their cries summoned two more of their number from down stairs. 
 
    One of the new comers, a transient with a bandage over one eye saw the knife in the boyfriend's hands and ran the other way. Seeing that escape was an option, two of the male junkies who had been looming over the mummy ran for the exit. Both of them had seen Alien and knew where this was going. 
 
    The gore covered hand retreated back into the darkness. Ten fingers gripped the deceased woman's paper thin skin and there came a sickening tearing. To David it was like seeing somebody trying to break free of a bathtub filled with mouldy tomato the soup, the rancid skin acting as a cage. 
 
    The mound of flesh separated like a broken pie. There was not the splatter of blood or amniotic fluids, there wasn't much left of the mummified corpse which didn't disintegrate under its own weight. 
 
    Cries, screams, and curses filled every corner of the racquet ball centre as all eyes were on the small girl who had freed herself from her mother's rapidly decomposing corpse. 
 
    The whole room just stopped. The Dungeon Core, the boyfriend, the other men and women in the room, all of them became as still as lawn ornaments, staring at the thing that should not be. 
 
    The girl was about three years old and looked to be composed of skin, hair, and bone. Naturally, she was naked and covered in her mother's blood. She sat inside the deflated remains of her mother, looking at the room with a blank look. 
 
    The woman, who David referred to as the Hag, was the first to talk. She was scared just like the rest of them, unsure what was happening, frightened to the point that she just had to say anything to cut through the atmosphere. “I thought Judith couldn't have kids. Didn't she...” 
 
    Judith. The name seemed to make what David had done seem more real. He hadn't wanted to kill her, he hadn't wanted to... Wait. “She wasn't pregnant?” he said hoarsely. 
 
    The boyfriend grabbed David by the collar and slammed him against the ground, “What did you do? Huh? What did you do?” He sent his fist into David's stomach, “What did you do to my sister?” Judith's apparent brother gave David another punch to the stomach. 
 
    Congratulations. Your apparent meddling of nature has resulted in a new skill and a dungeon ability. 
 
    Mitosis Cloning. Level 1. 
 
    You can now artificially inseminate a female by using her own DNA as a guide. The clone will have the appearance and genetic characteristics of the original. There is a 20% chance of a miscarriage. 50% chance of a random negative mutation occurring. 
 
    Mitosis cloning. Level 2 
 
    Mitosis cloning. Level 3 
 
    Mitosis cloning. Level 4 
 
    Mitosis cloning. Level 5. There is a 19.5 chance of a miscarriage. There is a 49% of a negative mutation occurring. 
 
    You have discovered a new negative mutation: Mute.  
 
    You have gained the dungeon power. Artificial Aging. 
 
    You can now artificially age a minion that is under your control. Requirements: Materials, energy. 
 
    Spawn Game: Deck Manipulation: 
 
    You and your opponent can now modify your decks before game. 
 
    Oh Shit. David was starting to get an idea of how badly he had just screwed up. 
 
    Seeing the three-year-old girl who had just burst free of her mother's mummified corpse, the hag moved to pick her up, some maternal part of her overriding her fear and confusion. “Look at you, look at you.” she said in that way that people talk to babies. 
 
    The brother showed David the knife, “You know what I'm gonna do with this?” 
 
    There was a scream to the left. Eyes turned to see the seventeen year old girl looking down at Glen's body and she was freaking out. 
 
    At first everyone thought that the older man was just lying on the ground that was before they saw that there was a small smoke trail flowing out from the man's ear and that a single stream of blood was trickling down to the floor. 
 
    Distracted by the young woman's frantic screams, the Hag failed to notice that the little girl had placed both her hands on the old woman's chest. 
 
    From the little girl's palms, a pair of two-inch-long bone needles pierced through her skin and buried themselves into the older woman's chest. The little monster giggled as the funny woman staggered back as her lungs were skewed. 
 
    “Judith?” The brother said, just looking at the small girl. 
 
    As the Hag fell back, the tiny terror performed a backflip and flew into the ACDC fan's chest, her left arm extended. 
 
    She stuck like the interest on a credit card, her spike sinking into the man's neck. They both fell to the floor, but not before the small girl sent her right bone spike into his face. The stiletto of bone bounced off the stoner's skull and girl pouted at the inconvenience. She wasn't strong enough to pierce through solid bone. 
 
    Understanding flashed in the seventeen year old and the teenager let out a scream that could get her on the cast of any horror movie, but instead of running, which would have been the smart thing to do, she just stood there using her lungs like a set of bagpipes. 
 
    The little girl also winced and she stared at the screaming idiot, not able to contemplate how this person could scream so loudly or why. Was the woman hungry? 
 
    The little girl took a step towards the annoying teenager, her hands covered in blood of her victims and her mother. The males in the room stepped back; they had seen enough movies to know that they were just fodder here. 
 
    Taking a single step towards the screaming girl, her little foot touched on the filthy carpet and then wobbled. Unused to balancing herself on two legs, the tiny terror fell face first on the floor. 
 
    “Judith!” the brother screamed. Ignoring David he ran to the small girl and bent down to pick her up. He must have been smoking pure mercury because everyone else in the room had a reasonable idea about what was going to happen. 
 
    The brother picked up the small girl who looked at him in confusion, “Judith. Judith. You're...” His sentence stopped abruptly as the clone of his sister sent her two inch spike right into his eye. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    After the surviving drug addicts had all ran for the hills, things had quieted down somewhat. David had been intending to leave the clone where she was. The creature was seven kinds of bad and in his current state he didn't have a prayer of surviving five seconds against her. But something stopped him. 
 
    Maybe it was because he had helped to make this creature, maybe his brain wasn't working right, or maybe he was just that stupid. But once David had gotten himself a breather, he and the little monster escaped the building together. 
 
    Unable to call a taxi due to several obvious reasons, the Dungeon Core stole a nearby van which probably belonged to one of the people he had recently killed. 
 
    The van smelled like it belonged to an alcoholic and it had this really creepy vibe to it. One indicator was the well-padded walls and the chicken wire covering the windows. Worse, Disney's greatest hits were in the CD player. David's arsehole tightened just thinking about the horrors that this thing must have seen. 
 
    A trip to the nearest swimming pool showers and another trip to a neighbour's clothesline, and the pair were finally getting somewhere. Suitable underwear was going to be a bit trickier. Having a face like a garbage bag covered in barbecue sauce, it was understandable that the Dungeon Core was not comfortable loitering around a department store looking for women's panties. That problem was for later though. 
 
    The hospital was one of the perfect places where somebody like David could hide in plain sight. While the outside world stared uncomfortably at people who looked like they were set on fire, nurses and doctors didn't ask questions when one passed them by. 
 
    The main problem was the records. While you could get away with squatting in a room for a few hours, in the long term things just didn't work out that way. A hospital was a hectic environment, but beds were a finite resource. 
 
    Being a help desk support agent in another life, David knew the lingo on how to bypass everything. The trick was to act like a nervous dumb-arse who believed that he was sitting on a landmine. Dealing with idiots who lost their password was the backbone of an IT industry. 
 
    “You never told me you had a daughter,” Cassidy said as she stared at the cute little monster like she was a panda cub. 
 
    “It was rather sudden for me to,” David said. 
 
    Once upon a time, Cassidy Sasca had been a young pre-law student. Her first and only client was a man who was suing his wife for cheating on him with a man twenty years his senior. Cassidy, being a young, blonde, and very charming had earned the affections of her client. 
 
    What her teacher had failed to learn about the man was that he didn't take rejection well; the flaming Molotov cocktail he threw at his young lawyer became a quick indicator. 
 
    The scumbag got a life sentence, his ex-wife was happy with a man who was old enough to be her father, and Cassidy got a face like a burnt pizza and forty thousand dollars in school bills to pay back. The pre-law student was also sure that she got a drug addiction, courtesy of all the fine medication that she was taking. 
 
    Cassidy took a bite out of her fried chicken and groaned in satisfaction. “Do you know how long it has been since I ate fried chicken? Two years.” 
 
    “Weren't you admitted five weeks ago?” David asked. 
 
    The young student of the law looked bad. Her entire upper body was covered in bandages and from what David could see of her, everything was red and angry. She had spent the first few weeks in a sterilised room, the doctors too afraid that her wounds would get infected. Now, she was in general population and hooked up to an IV drip that was filled with all kinds of fun things. 
 
    “Yeah, well. Back then I was watching my figure.” behind her bandages, Cassidy's face twisted in bitterness, “Three days at a gym per week. I f...” she looked across the room at the child in the wheelchair, “I starved myself. I studied my arse off. I missed music festivals...” 
 
    It was best not to interrupt Cassidy when she got this way. Her anger was understandable. She had lost not only her face, but her career. While a person's physical appearance should not be important in a courtroom, it was kind of difficult for any jury to concentrate on the facts when there was a burn victim pacing around. 
 
    Sitting in a hospital, eating fried chicken, David tried not to think about what had happened back in the crack house. Meanwhile, the small girl devoured the fowl, ripping apart the meat like a rabid dog and not caring about chewing. 
 
    “Settle down,” Cassidy said, “It's like you've never eaten before.” 
 
    David winced at that. 
 
    The Dungeon Core contemplated how surprisingly normal his creation looked. As far he could tell, the only thing that separated her from an ordinary girl were the bone spikes and the curious way that she looked at everything. 
 
    For somebody who had performed a serious acrobatic murder spree, the girl had little control over her body. She couldn't stand correctly so David was forced to steal a wheelchair and for the most part she seemed happy to just sit there. 
 
    Finished with her rant and the injustice of the world, Cassidy smiled at the little murderer, not understanding how close she was to death. “What's your name sweetie?” 
 
    “Her name is Judith,” David said a little too quickly. The Dungeon Core immediately felt bad for his choice of names. Accidentally creating a clone and then naming it after her deceased mother, a woman that he had killed was weird on a whole other scale. 
 
    As far as he could tell, the junkie had experienced ovarian miscarriage. The Dungeon Core had assumed from her bump that she was pregnant and his essence, acting to his assumption, manipulated the junkie's ovaries to produce a single egg. The rest of what happened would have to be explained by a lanky Scottish actor wearing a business suit with trainers, because it confused the hell out of him. 
 
    You have assigned the name Judith to minion Variant. 
 
    Name: Judith. 
 
    Species name: Variant. 
 
    Race: Humanoid 
 
    Job: None. 
 
    Current task: None. 
 
    Based on the creature known as human. Homo Prodigisum, Variants are mutations created by the Dungeon Master, David Mascoff. This creature not only has the intelligence of a human but also has inbuilt weaponry. Two spikes made of solid bone pierce through the Variant's palms, each capable of injecting their prey with a highly caustic acid. Born with the natural ability to create swords and stabbing weapons, as well as having little empathy for their targets, they are natural hunters and killers. 
 
    David hissed as he read the information. It was great that his creation wasn't a drooling mess, but she was something straight out of a comic book. He hadn't been really thinking when he put down the sword smithing card; he just didn't have anything else in his hand that he liked. 
 
    He held his head and was glad that he hadn't fixed his tear ducts or he might have broken down and cried. 
 
    In his infinite stupidity, the Dungeon Core had left his wallet in one of many of Darwin's hospitals, though it was most likely in a police evidence locker right now, gathering dust. He didn't even know if he was being hunted by the police for arson, but from the mess that happened back in the crack house it was most likely going to be a certainty. 
 
    I'm going to have to leave the country. Everything seemed to be going downhill ever since he rammed into that cave. David had no face, he had no money, and it was possible that he was going to face criminal charges. How had things gotten so messed up? 
 
    He raised his right hand and examined the damage. It had been a miracle that he had managed to drive that van at all. His hand had felt like broken twigs covered in rubber. All he could successfully move were his thumbs and his index fingers, the rest were merely decoration. 
 
    “Cassidy, could you look after Judith for a second? I'm going to take a short nap.” 
 
    The pre-law student shrugged, “No problem. There's not much else to do.” 
 
    David stared at the Variant, his eyes serious, “Don't cause trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, she won't be any trouble. Will you?” Cassidy smiled at the small girl. It looked extremely unsettling. 
 
    Eating an over-salted chip, David let out a deep sigh, which sounded like Death had something caught in his throat. He got comfortable and opened the Forge game. Immediately he was assaulted with a new prompt. 
 
    You have unlocked a new game mode. Modify and repair. 
 
    Intrigued, David selected the new DLC. 
 
    The Dungeon Core's vision was cut in two. On the right side of his new hub was the word Modify and underneath was a cartoon of a man. It was one of those old timey cartoons, like something out of the fifties. It sort of looked like a certain character out of a popular game series, only this guy wasn't holding up his thumb. 
 
    There was a puff of smoke and the cartoon man was now buffed out, with muscles that were barely contained in his shirt and pants. A moment later and he looked like some sort of lizard man, after that the character had metal arms. The animation repeated after that. 
 
    On the other side of the screen was the same man but he was looking at his broken arm and the pansy appeared to be crying. There was the same puff of smoke and his arm appeared to be fixed. Above his head were the words Repair. 
 
    Having a good idea what the repair add-on did, David selected it. 
 
    Instead of the usual circuit board set up that had been the bane of the Dungeon Core's existence, this time he was looking at a blackboard with a diagram of his naked body on it. The diagram looked to have been made by a toddler with a piece of chalk; to David's further dismay the diagram was also anatomically correct. 
 
    Ignoring in inadequacies, he concentrated on the diagram's face and hands. Not sure what to do, David clicked on his right hand. 
 
    The black board image was scrubbed out by an invisible duster and in its place were four copies of his right hand. One showed the hand itself, another showed a skeleton hand, the third showed a spider web of squiggly lines that took the shape of a hand, and the fourth one looked like the hand was glowing. 
 
    The first two diagrams David could understand. The skeletal hand was meant to be an x-ray of his bones, the squiggly lines depicting his nervous system, both of which were complete messes. The fourth one, however, was a mystery. Was it some kind of aura? A magical shield? David hadn't a clue. 
 
    To the right of the board were various items including human remains and bug corpses. There was also what looked to be a familiar looking jeep. 
 
    David's eyes went wide, “The Beast.”  
 
    Dungeons are all unique, but some are more unique than others. Their characteristics materialise at birth and are polished as they grow and develop, building around the world that they inhabit. At the earliest stage of development you caught several creatures with abnormal abilities that go against your realm's natural laws. Unable to digest characteristics into usable energy, your dungeon instead absorbed them into its structure. What this means for you, only time will tell. 
 
    You have unlocked the ability. Remote storage. 
 
    You have absorbed the extra-dimensional properties of a creature in your earliest stage. This ability has given you an inbuilt pocket dimension known as a bag of holding. Your dungeon can use this space to store items and use them later. As a dungeon master, you are able to access this space outside of your domain. 
 
    “Sweet!” David screamed. A bag of holding was one of the coolest items in role-playing games; they allowed your character to store unbelievable amounts of treasure without being over encumbered. 
 
    David looked to the board and he tapped the broken skeletal hand. It gave him a list of items that he had to fix the problem. 
 
    Fortunately, depending on how you looked at it, his dungeon had gotten its hands on some human remains. He just hoped that the bodies belonged to a bunch of backpackers and not somebody who would be missed. 
 
    There was a surge of energy as David selected the human remains. A few selections latter and there was a puff of cheesy effect smoke. It was a nice touch but a computer animated movie where all the bones meld and fused together would have been more modern. 
 
    In the real world, David opened his eyes. 
 
    Over by her bed, Cassidy was telling Judith about how the complicated relationship between the actors in a soap opera that they were watching. The fact that she knew the ludicrously elaborate nature of how Sally, the show's heroine was cheating on her fiancé was a clear sign that she had been stuck in hospital for far too long. 
 
    Raising his right hand, David had to choke back a whoop of joy. The appendage had been completely restored. There were no burn scars, no deformities; there wasn't even stiffness to them. 
 
    A look at the TV showed that only thirty minutes had passed. As he hadn't spent that much time in Forge, that meant either he blacked out to fix his hand, or that time moved at a different pace inside the repair system. Either way, he was doing it again. 
 
    The Dungeon Core closed his eyes. 
 
    He fixed everything, or at least he attempted to. He started with his more important parts, namely his arms and then his back. He systematically went through his most serious wounds which enfeebled his movement. He swore that those jackasses in the crack house were using him like a trampoline, because his ribs had several fractures. As David turned his attention to his eyes and face problems started to occur. 
 
    His earlier attempt to fix his eye had resulted in a modification. His eyes were now sixty percent plastic and metal. How he was able to see out of it at all didn't make sense, but then what did anymore? David would need to either rip his eye out and replace it, or modify it further. 
 
    Progress stopped suddenly as David's source of materials quickly became used up. Frustrated he searched through the dungeon's storage bin, looking for anything that could be useful. Textiles, a face mask, cow leather. Anything that he could reforge into human skin and muscle. What he did find were magical jewellery and two dozen gold coins. It looked as if his dungeon had started its first hoard. 
 
    Unable to do anything else at the moment and not daring to use the modifications, the Dungeon core returned to the world. Taking a careful look around, he got out of bed only to be cut off by Judith. The little girl was in her wheelchair and from the noxious odour emanating from her; the Variant had defecated in her pants. She stared at him unbothered by the reek which was filling both their nostrils. 
 
    David held his heart, the shock of seeing the puny killer was enough to almost give him a stroke. Wait. Could he have a stroke? 
 
    Not wanting to piss off the evil little girl who had a very impressive body count for being only a few hours old, David asked her polity, “Do you want to go to the toilet?” 
 
    Instead of answering the mutant just stared at him. 
 
    “Let's go get you cleaned up.” 
 
    On patrol, a nearby nurse took one look at David and held back a shocked scream. It was a reaction that he was growing used to but would hopefully no longer be a problem in a few hours. Dealing with other people's shit all day, you would think that these women would be a bit more hardened. 
 
    “Hi, my daughter had an accident. Could you help with...?” David gestured to Judith who looked at her creator with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    The nurse bent down and looked at the little girl, her smile was as fake as David's ID but she at least attempted to act polite, “Hello. Aren't you a cutie?” 
 
    The homicidal spawn of a crackhead and a death trap gave David a look that said, “Do you want me to kill her?” 
 
    “Be nice,” David warned before walking in the direction of the staircase. It was difficult to get around the hospital with the camera watching him, especially in the restricted areas. But during his assessment of the hospital's security he had found that the storage bin for the hospital's medical waste was lax. 
 
    As he walked he flexed the digits and smiled. A thought crossed the Dungeon Core and he snapped his fingers, speaking the word “Gold.” A single gold coin materialised in his hand. The mint was alien but there was no mistaking the yellowish metal. A smile spread itself across the Dungeon Core's face and he flipped the coin in the air only to catch it as it came down. 
 
    Maybe there was something to this Dungeon stuff. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    One moment, Cassidy was back in high school, redoing a test in her underwear, the next she was in a hospital bed feeling several kinds of pain all across her body. The morphine must have run out, again. 
 
    This was getting old. Cassidy felt that she was getting dependent on the drugs. She was unable to get to sleep without them and with them her mind felt lazy and dull. Every day that she was in this bed was another that she was getting closer to becoming the thing that she feared the most, turning into her grandmother. 
 
    Not that her gran was a bad person. Cassidy had fond memories of the old bitty, except now those memories seemed so far away. Now, all that she could recall of her doting grandmother were the wheezing sounds that filled her bedroom as the machines kept her alive. 
 
    Getting bored out of her skull already, she went to flip the TV on, thinking that some infomercial would be more effective than pumping herself with whatever they had hooked up to her. That was when Cassidy noticed that somebody was watching her.  
 
    The figure that loomed over her hospital bed stared at her as if pondering doing something that he himself found untasteful. 
 
    The fear of being raped and murdered caused the pre-law student to push herself against her head board, her bandaged arms holding her pillow as if it were a bat. “What are you…?” 
 
    “Easy.” The stranger hushed. “Cassidy, I've got a…” the man chose his next words carefully, “A job for you.” 
 
    Her turquoise eyes moved to the exit, calculating the odds that a nurse would choose that moment to poke her head in and see what's happening. Her instincts told her to run, but her body told her that it was in no condition to do anything but lay there. Cassidy decided to keep this prick talking while she planned her escape. “And you are?” 
 
    There was a flash of confusion before the man seemed to have figured something out. “Oh, right.” He pointed at David's empty bed, “Your roommate, David.” 
 
    Cassidy would have raised an eyebrow if she had any. The day that Cassidy had met her quiet roommate was one of her few good days. Not because of the company. David was about as talkative as a salt shaker. It was because compared to that poor bastard, she felt like a beauty queen. Skeletor had a better complexion than David had. 
 
    She looked closer at the man, her eyes growing used to the light. The guy was dressed in khakis and a polo shirt. As if to add insult to injury he also wore hospital slippers. Cassidy was tempted to call the police for crimes against fashion. This guy was also two sizes slimmer than David. 
 
    “You’re David?” Cassidy said not bothering to hide her scepticism. 
 
    The man, who was obviously not her roommate, rubbed his eyes. Now that Cassidy could see him clearly there was something not quite right about his left eye, it looked... odd for some reason. 
 
    “Cassidy. Trust me. It's better if you don't think about it. You want a job or not?” 
 
    Job? Cassidy wasn't in any state to do anything more strenuous but feel sorry for herself. “And what will you do if you don't like the answer?” 
 
    He laughed, “I'm not going to kill you. I…” the man who was not David hesitated. Instead, he grinned maliciously. “I'm going to do something worse. You tell me “no” and I'll leave. I'll go out of this hospital and you'll never see me again.” 
 
    “I fail to see how this is a threat,” 
 
    “It's simple. You Cassidy, are broke. You have thousands of dollars of school bills. You get out of here and you'll be lucky to find a vacant cardboard box to live in. The only way that you are going to get laid is with a blind man or people who like your fantastic personality.” 
 
    “Hey, fuck you. And what's wrong with my personality? I'm charming.” 
 
    “I'm getting bored, Crispy. You want a job or not?” 
 
    The crispy remark stung. Cassidy spent a moment eyeing the stranger, her focus still drawn to that weird eye of his. She wanted to argue against the monster’s words but sadly, she knew that his harsh comments were true enough. The personality part she would take to court about, her career and lifestyle however, was a different subject. The bastard knew exactly which button to push. 
 
    “What job?” Cassidy said.  
 
    “Simple. I need a gopher… And a lawyer,” he said. 
 
    Cassidy was getting tired. She slipped back into bed and let out a groan. “First of all, I'm a student. Not even that. I've missed too many classes. I'll have to do the semesters over again. Next,” gestured to the many bandages that wrapped around her. She was in no state to go to the toilet by herself, let alone run errands. 
 
    The man moved to Cassidy’s side. She shifted away but knew that she couldn't do much if he decided to attack her. Acting far too creepy, he spoke softly, “What if I sweetened the deal? For today only, as a signing bonus. I can offer you the best cosmetic surgery in the world. Like fantasy level good. Completely free.” 
 
    Desperation intertwined with every warning buzzer in Cassidy’s head. There was no way possible that a student could get cosmetic surgery. She would be lucky enough to afford a paper bag to fit over her head. 
 
    “Plastic surgery?” Cassidy enquired, playing along. She was starting to suspect that this guy might not be taking his prescribed medication. 
 
    The man rubbed his left eye and Cassidy realised what was wrong with it. Instead of a regular eyeball, this joker's left eye was made out of what looked like clear plastic. His pupil was a polished steel ball with silvery veins running along the surface of the ball and into the ball itself. A wave of disgust hit the pre-law student like a freight train, she could see right into the jackoff’s gooey innards. 
 
    “Kind of,” he said. “I can give you a demonstration. I have an unbelievable before and after show.” 
 
    Cassidy contemplated the offer. She knew that she was probably going to get royally screwed, but it wasn't as if she had any other offers. This guy was so creepy that he broke the metre. But she was desperate enough to hear a sales pitch. “You've got five minutes.” 
 
    “You see, I need thirty. Judith. Hold her.” 
 
    Before she could ask what he meant by that, Judith dropped down from the ceiling. The girl hopped right into Cassidy’s bed and what appeared to be a piece of bone slowly burst from the skin of her palms. The tips of which were rubbing against the pre-law student's neck.  
 
    Daring not to scream, Cassidy wisely chose to be still. The machine that she was hooked up to beeped loudly, telling the woman to calm down before she suffered a stroke. Cassidy felt her heart thrash against her ribs as this pervert placed his fingers on her forehead. 
 
    “Don't move,” he suggested with emphasis. 
 
    Laying there and trying hard not to scream, Cassidy felt something. It started off as an itch but slowly grew until it felt as if tiny ants or spiders were crawling along what remained of her forehead. An itch, like a deep irritating mosquito bite, spread from the five points of the man's fingers. 
 
    Cassidy squirmed uncomfortably as the itching and the crawling sensations spread out across her nose and cheeks. “Stop it,” she pleaded. “Ahh.” Cassidy closed her eyes as a cramp formed around her jawline. The feeling of muscle seizing up caused a tear to run down Cassidy’s cheeks. She wanted to call out but the cramps hindered her. She swore that there was a nest of baby spider’s tap dancing on her ears. 
 
    For thirty minutes Cassidy lay there, unable to scream for fear that the psychopathic kid who had her arms around her would kill her. The itching grew so intense that the fear of death was a faraway thought. Pain she could handle, but this was something else. 
 
    Cassidy tried to break the man's hold on her, “Stop, please.” The pre-law student tried to physically break free but the man's grip was strong. 
 
    After thirty minutes of feeling helplessness, the son of a bitch withdrew his hand and pulled away to admire his work. Judith did the same, getting off of Cassidy's bed and moving to the stranger's side. 
 
    Unable to take it anymore, Cassidy scratched at her face. “What did you do to me, you sick bastard?” He must have removed her bandages because Cassidy couldn't feel them, she scratched and scratched, using the bandages on her arms as rasps. Her face still itching she peeled back her lips and sneered at the bastard who had... Well, she didn't know what the son of a bitch had done but it hadn't been enjoyable. 
 
    Profanities flew out of Cassidy. She threw every curse that she could at her torturer and all he did was stare at her, his head cocking to one side as if taking in a painting and deciding if he liked it. 
 
    Eventually, Cassidy's moans of hatred earned her the attention of one of the nurses. 
 
    “What's going on here?” the nurse looked to the man, “Who are you?” her attention drifted to her patient, “Are you allllll...” the attending nurse trailed off and her mouth hung open as she looked at Cassidy's face. 
 
    Seeing the shock on the nurse's face, Cassidy held her face, “What? What did he do to me?” She didn't want to be even more deformed. 
 
    The man who could not be David looked to the nurse, “Could you get her a mirror? Cassidy, I gotta go out for a bit. I'll be back at around about... eleven. I'll let you think about the job.” he turned towards the exit, “See ya soon.” 
 
    He walked towards the exit. Judith trailed behind him, her walking somewhat awkward. 
 
    Cassidy didn't bother to give him a wave goodbye. With no mirror handy, she was forced to do something drastic. She reached for her mobile phone. Her hands, still bound in several layers of bandages proved to be a worthy opponent, but Cassidy eventually managed to take a selfie. 
 
    She looked at the screen, afraid and needing to know what the madman had done to her. She stared at the panicked woman in the small screen and froze. She was so focused on the screen that she failed to notice that several other nurses barged into the room, demanding to see what was happening. 
 
    Fearing that it was some trick of the light, Cassidy paid attention to her camera, moving it this way and that, trying to disprove what it was that she was seeing. 
 
    The person that she was looking at had a narrow face which had the complexion of a bright red tomato. The woman on the phone was bald, with no eyebrows or nose hair present and her lips were cracked. Cassidy touched her cheeks and instead of blisters and scarred flesh there was only softness. 
 
    Cassidy may have looked like she had gotten the worst sunburn of her life and she was completely hairless, but it was her. Using the camera as a mirror she discovered that it was only her head that was restored, everything below her neckline was still horribly disfigured. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she said in awe. 
 
    *** 
 
    David returned to the scene of the crime. 
 
    It was almost morning and from the look of things neither the junkies, nor anyone in the neighbourhood had bothered to call the police. 
 
    The Dungeon Core looked to his side and saw Judith there. The little monster gave no sign of what she was thinking; she continued to stand there with a blank expression. 
 
    When he could, David had called the police about the van, using one of the hospital's phones. He was still unsure about it being a good thing or not, but he wasn't the type to just let things go. He didn't know if he was still human or not and honestly didn't care either way. That van had a serious child abductor vibe to it. 
 
    With a flick of his fingers, David pulled out the note that he had gotten back from the dungeon. 
 
    Gold is tough to make, need ingredients. 
 
    While he was dancing around the hospital, the Dungeon and the Core had been exchanging messages. It had been the usual stuff at first, how the Core was able to access the storage space, why did the dungeon have human remains inside it. 
 
    This went back and forth with neither David gaining any real information on the other's life so far. Eventually, the David’s came up with an agreement. 
 
    The Core would send over everything that he could get his hands on. Rubbish, materials, and aluminium for some reason. The dungeon, in turn would turn those items into gold and other valuable items. The deal made, all that the Core needed to do was gather material. 
 
    The idea of bringing in Cassidy had been a last minute thought. David was under no delusions that he could survive alone. Without any ID he needed help if he planned to get his old life back, and having a future lawyer owe you one wasn't a bad idea. Sadly, Cassidy was a wreck. 
 
    Surprisingly, Judith took the lead. Her little head went this way and that, examining the shadows for any signs of threats. For being born yesterday she seemed incredibly mature, much more than her master who jumped every time there was a creak. 
 
    When they got to the room, David had been expecting the smell to be truly horrendous, like rotting fridge meat, and while it was true that the room had a funk to it, it wasn't any worse than what it had been the other day. The bodies hadn't had time to decompose to that extent. 
 
    Seeing the death and destruction that he had brought to this place, David took in a breath to steel himself. He didn't know if it was because of the dungeon's influence or because it was his own cynical self, but he didn't freak out at seeing the four corpses in the room. 
 
    He moved to the real Judith. She had stolen from him, had laughed as her brother nailed him over the head with a cricket bat, and she had ran without seeing if he was okay. Did she deserve to die? David didn't know. For all he knew the pair had done this before and had killed some poor sod. 
 
    He leaned down and tried to absorb the woman. 
 
    Item is too big to put into storage. 
 
    He had been afraid of that, which was the reason that he had confiscated one of the bone saws from the hospital. 
 
    As he began to dissemble Judith's body, David wondered what he was doing. This was not him. He wasn't some deranged psychopath who sawed off limbs. He wasn't a butcher of men. Before entering that cave the only thing that he had ever cut up was a steak. 
 
    He didn't feel good about what he was doing. The dried blood and the horror around him didn't give him a hard-on or gave him some sort of sick thrill. He attempted to try and place this feeling to something similar and what he found made him physically shudder. This was like mowing his backyard, an exercise no different than grooming or brushing his teeth. 
 
    “This is wrong,” he said to himself. 
 
    Judith watched as her creator began to dissemble her mother into smaller pieces, not understanding the reason for his actions. It wasn't until her creator held her mother's severed hand and caused it to disappear that she began to understand his reasons. 
 
    The little girl moved to the body of her first victim. The old man's body just sat there, his face contorted in confused shock. She looked at him for a moment and then summoned her bone spikes. 
 
    The sounds of angry hissing caught David's attention and distracted him from his grisly work. He watched in awe as the little girl jabbed at her uncle's ankle and smoke started to rise up from the wound. 
 
    “It is so deeply disturbing that this is our first father daughter moment,” David said. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The landscape had changed greatly since the last time Zellio'zeri had been here. The first time that she had entered David's little realm there was a blanket of swirling fog and only place of interest was a small table. 
 
    Now the tree found herself in what appeared to be a grand temple that was far superior to any unnatural construction that her primitives had made. She looked up at the high ceiling where strange clusters of fireflies hung, their luminescence so powerful that it caused the cave, or whatever this structure was to look as though it was day time. 
 
    Instead of grass, her naked feet touched upon the skin of some tremendous beast. The creature's oddly red fur tickling her toes. She tried to imagine how large the creature could have been for its hide to stretch across the entire floor. 
 
    Music the likes that she had never heard filled the cavern. It was thicker than the sound of the wind which whistled through her branches, and the tone of the melody was unlike the music that even her finest song birds could produce. She attempted to find the composers of this odd music, but the sounds seemed to come from the room itself. 
 
    And at the centre of all of this madness was David. 
 
    The little cave had changed much since the last time the pair had met. David had become less wide and his face no longer contained the ghastly wounds of his previous incarnation, but despite all of the changes, Zellio'zeri could tell who she was dealing with. The male dungeon sat on a cushioned chair and instead of a wooden table from before, now he sat behind a large slab of clear glass on metal legs. 
 
    David smiled when he saw the tree, and Zellio'zeri could not help it but smile back. “Hello,” he said. 
 
    “Hello,” the tree replied. Zellio'zeri marvelled at how much information could be shared with just a simple greeting. It was such a novel thing. The amount of feeling that two people could express with one primitive grunt was, in the tree's opinion, incredible. 
 
    David gestured to his realm, “Like what I have done?” 
 
    “Very. To have made this in such a short amount of time. David, you will have to tell me your secret.” 
 
    “It's nothing. This is a replica of a hotel that I visited. I got rid of the slot machines and most of the furniture. It's pretty Spartan now that I look at it. How's the music? Too loud or do you want me to change it to this?” David snapped his fingers and instead of an orchestra playing, the sounds of nature could be heard. 
 
    Birds chirping, animals moving silently, the sound of insects buzzing around. Zellio'zeri disliked it immediately. The sounds were accurate but they failed to grasp the true majesty of her realm. It felt distilled and synthetic, like when her primitives attempted to recreate an animal's call. “I prefer the music before.” 
 
    The music changed and the tree felt her mood lighten. “I see that you have also managed to heal. I trust that your battle went well.” 
 
    “What battle?” David said. 
 
    “The reason that you had to have that monster. You were in the middle of a fight with what you called... Droog Atics.” 
 
    “Oh oh. Yeah, that um. That was a good fight. Thank you for that by the way.” Settling down he waved his hand and couch appeared. The dungeon had considered something made out of leather but decided that comfort was better than style. “Care to take a seat?” 
 
    This couch was from his memories. The piece of furniture might not have looked like much but David had gone to sleep on it far too many times to count. You couldn't do that with leather, it was too business-like. 
 
    Zellio'zeri sat down and her eyes bulged. The item didn't look like much and it wasn't as soft as the previous chair had been, but this definitely had potential. “Are we to play another game, David? I trust that you have brought something that isn't as terribly diseased as the pitiful creature you had before.” 
 
    “I do have something. You said that I had several cards that you were interested in. Would you be interested in trading?” 
 
    Unnamed, rogue dungeon has sent you a trade agreement. Do you accept? 
 
    “How is it that you can send me these bizarre formal requests? And how is it that I can understand them?” Though she would never admit it, the tree found herself feeling undereducated whenever she read such polite and refined letters. She also had no idea why David was unnamed or the reason behind his rogue title. 
 
    “That's probably my speciality. Before I became a dungeon I read a lot of fantasy books called LitRPGs and I think that it shaped my dungeon. Are you interested in these?” David pulled out his deck and placed it on top of the table. 
 
    The glass surface glowed and showed the image of several bags of compost. Instead of a puny little card the image took up the entirety of the table. 
 
    “No one likes a show off, David,” Zellio'zeri said. The tree was growing incredibly frustrated at this whelp's abilities to manipulate and furnish his realm. He was clearly going out of his way to impress the older dungeon, and Zellio'zeri was trying her hardest not to be. 
 
    David smiled and wiped the glass slate with his hand, showing the image of a European wasp. “This is how you select the item.” 
 
    “Now what did I just say?” The tree gazed down at the glass and copied her host's actions. “You have gathered many seeds since the last time that we met. Fruits, grasses, vegetables...” she hesitated when she saw the piles of dung that the Core had gathered. Despite his young age, David had amassed a number of fine valuables. “And may I ask what you would like for these items?” 
 
    While Zellio'zeri did not have an understanding of trade routes, she had noticed that in the Great War that the pig-noses would trade her beloved forest animals and wood for spices and pieces of metal. 
 
    David placed a small yellow disk onto the table, “I'm looking for this kind of metal.” 
 
    Zellio'zeri examined the gold coin. Using her dungeon's abilities she instantly knew what the metal was. She decided to hold back that information however, “And this metal, what is your interests in it?” 
 
    “The dumbarses of my world view it as a rare resource. It has almost no practical applications but is prized for its rarity. I intend to gather as much of it as I can and trade it for other goods which I can sell to you.” He left out the part where he would spend the majority of the gold on several blondes and a small hot tub.  
 
    “Hmm,” David's explanation matched what Zellio'zeri knew about the metal in question. The metal's very existence had brought the tree nothing but pain and misery to her domain. She would have given a mountain of it to David just to be rid of the substance, but why do that when she could get something valuable from the diabolical metal? 
 
    The tree went back to the card which contained the animal dung and compost. She then searched through her own deck and drew out a card containing an old chest that was made from the flesh of a tree she had once known. The very sight of it filled her with righteous anger. 
 
    “Here,” she said throwing the card at David as if holding it physically hurt her. “For the dung and this compost.” 
 
    David picked up the card and coughed as he viewed the contents. The entire thing was jammed packed filled with ancient gold coins that were so old that the metal had fused together into a block. 
 
    Misunderstanding her host's expression, Zellio'zeri asked, “Is it not enough?” she had more, of course. The dungeon had gone to great lengths to bury the cursed things into vast stockpiles which lay forgotten within the pig-noses' crumbling cities, may they became dust. 
 
    “I think we're good.” David said, trying to hide his giddiness. 
 
    The compost and manure had only cost the Dungeon Core two hours. Human David had guessed that the tree would find it interesting. Animals shit in the woods all the time, but they are just recycling plants. And if she didn't want the animal dung, well his dungeon could find a use for it. 
 
    David decided to ask another question, “Are you interested in the seeds?” 
 
    The tree examined the unborn flowers and trees. It wasn't so much as a desire to have them in her arsenal as deciding the best place to put them. Her realm was all about balance and introducing foreign vegetation could upset her ecology. Then again, allowing such items to slip through her fingers would have been a mistake of epic proportions. Growing anything new took an absurd amount of time. 
 
    This time it was Zellio'zeri who decided to experiment with what she could get away with. The rotten pig-noses had not just harvested the cursed metal from her domain but unusual stones as well. These stones had no value to the tree as they did nothing to add in the development of her creatures or plants. She decided to test her host. 
 
    “I have gathered some interesting items, David. Please tell me if you are interested in trading all the seeds that you have for these. She pushed forward a single card containing a diamond earring. 
 
    David looked at the antique. Realising what it was that he was seeing the Dungeon AI made a sound like he had a week's worth of constipation and he was trying to squeeze out a small brown baby. “I have no idea. I can check, but this is pretty old. Toss in a few more gold coins and you got a deal.” He honestly had no idea what the earring was worth. The thing looked older than Jesus and time had not treated it well. 
 
    Both parties took their cards, feeling that they got the better of the deal. “I really thought that that would take longer,” David said. 
 
    “I am a tree, David. A century is a blink of an eye to me. I will say that it has been... Interesting talking to you again.” She paused for a moment to look at her body. This was such a rare moment for her, to be able to feel as an animal did, to move as one of her primitives. She pondered what other sensations could she enjoy. 
 
    She decided to just ask, “Do you want to mate?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassidy‘s attending doctor watched as the Dungeon Core placed his hands on his patient’s stomach. As a man of science he thought the idea of super powered healing was ludicrous. Then again, it was equally unbelievable that a woman who had suffered second and third degree burns over the majority of her face could now smile without it being the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    David looked over Cassidy’s body. She was still wrapped in enough layers of bandages that a bed sheet caused the aspiring lawyer to find it difficult to relax. “So, are you interested?” 
 
    Even if she was dealing with the devil himself, Cassidy would have gotten down on her knees and begged the Dungeon Core to restore her to her former glory, but she wasn't dumb enough to agree to anything that she didn't have to. “What's the pay?” were the first words she asked. 
 
    With a flick of his fingers David produced a gold coin; he juggled it between his fingers and then returned it to his storage. “The role will be my personal assistant. You'll need to get a contract signed up. Basically, I give you a budget for the year, your pay and any expenses can come out of that. You can get every Saturday and Sunday off. You can also get your own staff. You can blow the whole budget on shoes for all I care, but anything I want, you get.” 
 
    Cassidy would have preferred something more stable. A nine to five job at minimum wage would have been appropriate; this arrangement gave her new employer too much control over her life. “And I suppose you want…” she held back her snarky reply. At this stage if this guy wanted a blowjob every morning than that was just a price she paid. 
 
    Defeated, she let out a sigh, “What's my budget?” 
 
    “I have no clue.” David said and found it amazing how someone without eyebrows could express such bitter agitation. “Listen, this is going to be a learning experience for both of us. We'll play with it for six weeks and tweak it. Deal?” 
 
    Cassidy’s phone played a catchy girl band song that had this effect of burning its way into people's brains. She ignored it. “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “You tell me. I'm not the one who has to wear a bra.” 
 
    Cassidy looked down at her breasts or what remained of them. She hadn't been particularly proud of her chest, but even a pair of B-cups was better than what she had now. She turned her head away, “Alright. Hit me with whatever you got.” 
 
    You have received a new ally. Cassidy Sasca has agreed to become your assistant for an undetermined amount of time. 
 
    Name: Cassidy Hepburn Sasca 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Profession: Student 
 
    Job: Assistant. 
 
    You have unlocked the job: Personal Assistant. 
 
    Personal assistants are the right hands to both kings and servants. Their existence is to make their master's job easier. For dungeons, assistants are able to work outside of your domain and are responsible for bringing in prey and resources. 
 
    You are able to communicate with your assistant outside of your domain. 
 
    You have unlocked profession. Student. 
 
    Studying is the backbone of perfection. Before the greatest blacksmith raised his first hammer and arch mages threw their first spell, they studied their art. Remember, there is always something to learn. 
 
    Before they take up a trade, professed students are able to learn from multiple disciplines. Under your influence, Cassidy will be able to learn new facts and skills at triple her usual speed. You earn 2 research points a day in the study of her choice. 
 
    Cassidy saw that her new employer had stiffened up, “Problem?” 
 
    “No, no. I'm good.” David said. 
 
    He had not expected to obtain an upgrade just by hiring somebody. The concept alone had caused all manner of thoughts and ideas to cross his mind, namely the idea of hiring a professional sex worker on his permanent staff. Would they somehow transfer some kind of super sex ability to his dungeon? Would it cause the possible slimes that inhabited his dungeon to get kinky? 
 
    He decided to leave that question for later and focus his attention on his new subordinate. 
 
    David placed his fingers on Cassidy’s stomach and closed his eyes. What happened was immediate. 
 
    The bandages that wrapped around the student's body evaporated. No smoke, they simply turned to vapour and were sucked into the dungeon's storage space. Both the attending doctor and Cassidy were left open mouthed as they watched the impossible happen before them. 
 
    Then that hellish itching feeling happened again. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Forgot about that,” Cassidy cursed as she braced herself for thirty minutes of torture. She had thought that it had been just a fluke but it was starting to look as if the itching was a by-product of the supernatural healing process. 
 
    Both patient and physician watched as the scarred flesh around David's fingers began to bubble, and what appeared to be new muscle and skin began to spread from David's ten fingers. 
 
    After having taken a look for any hidden cameras, the doctor attempted to step closer to Cassidy's bed but was cut off by Judith. 
 
    “Out of my way, ahhh…” the doctor screamed and jumped back as what felt like a lit cigarette dropped onto his foot. Stepping back, he rapidly took off his shoe and saw that a circular patch of his skin had gone red. “What the…” Examining his shoe the doctor noticed that a small hole had been burnt into the leather. 
 
    Cassidy was breathing heavy as she watched as her scarred flesh began to repair itself. Her newly formed skin was the colour of blood and was sensitive to the point that David's breathing was like hot coals. She wanted to scream but all she could do was hiss and swear. For the second time that year, she felt as if she had been set on fire. 
 
    As the minutes passed by, the pain and itching expanded to encompass the law student's torso. She was so overwhelmed that she missed the part where her breasts had reformed. 
 
    Thirty minutes later and David awoke to discover several orderlies surrounding him, none of them daring to approach for fear that the three year-old girl would stab them with her spikes. “What did I miss?” he asked and looked down to see his work. 
 
    Cassidy lay stretched across her bed, completely nude except for the bandages that were fixed around her legs and arms. Her face was covered in salty tears. She didn't bother to hide her bald sex or breasts; she had just survived another round of torture. 
 
    Noticing that he was perhaps staring at her for a little too long, David shifted his weight to disguise his erection. “So, do you want to do the arms and legs?” 
 
    “No!” Cassidy screamed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Luckily, the doctors had not called the police on David or his evil little bodyguard, provided that the Dungeon Core performed a healing session on somebody other than his assistant. The dumb bastards actually believed that he would. 
 
    As she recovered from what felt like the worst rash of her life, David explained the reasons behind Cassidy’s employment. Trading gold for cash was not a skill that a regular call centre agent knew how to do. When Miss Sasca asked how a student studying the law could be any better at the task, he had said that that was her problem as she was his assistant. 
 
    Using her recently fixed hand, Cassidy expressed her opinion of that last comment by throwing her jug of water at David's face. Judith caught it in mid-air. 
 
    With orderlies threatening to toss the only man who could heal her arms and legs out, and her doctor poking and prodding her very sensitive skin, Cassidy had made a half a dozen calls. 
 
    Cassidy’s uncle Kent had spent his youth shifting through gold in Snake Valley and went on and on about how he found about five hundred dollars in gold dust over one weekend, which appeared to be a pretty big deal. 
 
    When Kent had picked both David and Judith up from the hospital, the older man used every moment of that drive to syphon information from David about what his niece had gotten herself into. 
 
    The coins that the Dungeon Core had gotten from his storage bin weighed fifty grams each and there were twenty of them. At 18 karat they had sold for over thirty-five-thousand dollars. The problem was, was that the gold exchange didn't have that kind of money on it. 
 
    The real main problem of the exchange was that if you wanted to convert large amounts of gold you did so through your bank account, which wasn't a problem unless you were an idiot who had left his ID on the other side of the world's largest island. There was also the possibility that David would be confronted by the police which could result in being asked a few questions or a jail sentence. 
 
    If he was going to go to jail for those murders and possibly funnelling gold into the country, then he was going to need a good lawyer. As he could not yet afford one of those, he would just have to stick with Cassidy. 
 
    For his part, Kent had volunteered his services to collect the money on David's behalf and then transfer the money into cash. As soon as he finished his very self-sacrificing plan, The Dungeon Core promptly laughed in his face. 
 
    There was no way that David was going to just give tens of thousands of dollars to a complete stranger. Needing some quick cash, he sacrificed one of his gold coins for two grand, from that he gave Kent two hundred dollars as a finder's fee. If Kent wanted more, his niece was going to have to put him on the payroll. 
 
    While they were waiting for McDonalds, David sent a message to his dungeon avatar explaining what was happening. He got a message back. 
 
    To David. 
 
    Some weird shit just happened here. I just got a bunch of messages that say I got a new assistant and guess what, now I can call her phone. It's crazy. 
 
    From David. 
 
    Ps. I managed to repair both the gold and the jewellery my new girlfriend just sent us. 
 
    “What?” David said. “What new girlfriend?” he sent a message back through the storage space asking for more information. He received a message back almost immediately. 
 
    To David. 
 
    That Zellio woman. Thanks for hooking me up man. 
 
    From David. 
 
    The Dungeon Core stared at the piece of paper he was holding, not understanding what he was reading. What did his dungeon mean by hooking up? The only reason that he had asked the death trap to speak with the Zellio was because he was busy with Cassidy. 
 
    Then it hit. The dungeon was able to make a phone call to his assistant. 
 
    He spoke while he wrote, “What do you mean you can call her?” 
 
    To David. 
 
    I mean, I can call her. I talked to her for like twenty minutes. She seemed pissed at us for some reason. Get a phone, dude. Hurry. I want to try something. Oh, I just made something awesome. Check the storage space. Look for driver's licence.  
 
    From David. 
 
    David dropped the note in Kent's car and went into his storage space. There, he found it. With a flick of his fingers, he summoned his driver's licence. 
 
    “Hey, that's a cool trick.” Kent said. 
 
    David stared at the little card in shock. While the memory had been fuzzy he recalled taking his wallet out of the cave after the crash. How had his dungeon been able to reconstruct it? 
 
    It turned out that owning was nine tenths of the law when it came to dungeons. Killing a creature within your dungeon was a typical example. It was similar to the wand rules of Harry Potter universe. You kick a wizard's ass, their wand is yours. David's licence and car belonged to him, therefore, it belonged to the dungeon, and therefore it could be recreated using the treasure function. 
 
    Unfortunately, David couldn't recreate everything he owned. When his landlord had kicked him out during his coma, his belongings were transferred to other parties. On another note, while it was possible to recreate the Beast, he could not do so without a garage room, which required tools, space, and somebody with the mechanic profession. 
 
    While it sucked that the Core couldn't just make a four-wheel drive appear out of thin air, yet, the idea that it could turn into a possibility did help. 
 
    His dungeon also sent over his bank card. Anything else, his phone, his watch, and even his clothes would need more advanced treasure options and possibly specialised rooms. 
 
    Knowing that he was long overdue for a phone, David had Kent pull up to a corner store which specialised in the things. 
 
    The moment that he held the device in his hands the device rang, which was odd as the Dungeon Core had yet to buy a sim card for it. The agent who sold him the phone just stared at the thing incredulously. 
 
    David held the phone to his ear, “Hello?” he asked tentatively. 
 
    The voice that answered was incredibly familiar, “Oh shit it worked. David, can you hear me.” 
 
    David's eyes almost popped out. It was the dungeon. The David’s were calling themselves. Seeing that he was being watched by both the pawnshop cashier and Kent, and thinking that it was possible that the conversation might very well be taking place in his head. The Core also bought a Bluetooth headset. 
 
    In the car ride back, David called himself. “How is this possible?” he asked. 
 
    “Magic.” proposed the dungeon, “I don't know, I just work here.” 
 
    “How are you able to talk to me right now? I had a phone on me for months before I got burned.” 
 
    “Maybe the connection is going through the storage space, maybe it didn't work until you picked up that Cassidy woman. All I know is that I turn my back for a second and I have a phone here waiting for me. What about you?” 
 
    “I've been in a coma for two years, how do you think I am?” The Core hissed. There was a notable silence from the other end. “Well?” 
 
    “I'm in the dark as much as you man.” The dungeon lied, “Um, how about you get down here? We can sync up, exchange memories.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Kent asked. 
 
    “Some douchebag,” David replied, 
 
    On the other end of the conversation, the dungeon's avatar took a gulp out of his coffee, “You want to tell me why you thought it was okay to sell my swarm golem?” 
 
    “I didn't sell anything. Zellio wanted it.” the Core said. “Just make a new one.” 
 
    “That thing took me months to make, arsehole, and now it's gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean it's gone? Like teleport gone?” 
 
    “Like it just crumbled into dust. Thousands of my insects just dropped dead for some reason. Our only monster, and you killed it.” 
 
    The Core snacked on a chicken nugget; it had felt like an eternity since he had one, “I hate bugs. That means you hate bugs. We freak out when we see a spider.” 
 
    “That's not the point.” 
 
    Savouring the chicken flesh that was rolling around in his mouth, the Core looked back to see Judith eating a cheeseburger in the back of the car. “Stop crying about the bugs’ man. I got something better.” 
 
    “You mean this Variant thing? Yeah, I admit you got something nasty riding with you, but that doesn't help me. I can't feed them. I have no food or water coming in. I can't sustain them. A cactus wouldn't stand a chance in here.” 
 
    “You do realise that I can go into a store now?” The Core said as if stating the obvious. 
 
    “Yeah, and what happens if you get pinched by the cops, huh? Then where will we be? You know watching children starve makes us hungry.” 
 
    As a business practise, David treated each phone call like he was taking a bowel movement with an inflamed haemorrhoid, only less swearing. Dealing with several idiots a day you got into the practise where talking to somebody over the phone was like having your teeth pulled. 
 
    The Core couldn't blame the dungeon for being a bit chatty. Being locked away in a death trap without a soul to talk to for years, anyone would turn a little batty. But the Core was already getting tired of hearing the sound of his own voice. 
 
    He had already recounted the highlights of his year. The coma, living with that drop kick Kevin, and getting his face melted off. He didn't recount the days he spent hiding out in a hospital like some phantom of the burn ward, and the stuff that happened with Judith for the obvious reasons. 
 
    The Core was having enough of the dungeon's endless bitching. All that guy had to do was live in a cave for a few years. Meanwhile, he had gotten his face blown up. 
 
    “I'm going to have to let you go.” the Core said and hung up. 
 
    Ten seconds later he received a text message. 
 
    To myself: Fuck you too. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    In his cramped little office, the dungeon's avatar was admiring his storage numbers. The loss of his snakes, being stuck in a dead-end job, having to deal with ants, and the loss of his only real monster didn't seem to bother him like it had yesterday. 
 
    He supposed that the reason behind this had to do with having crazy, hot sex with a living goddess. Despite Zellio'zeri being a virgin and working by second hand experience of her monsters, the woman was unbelievable. Before today David had thought that his ideal woman would be blonde, have breasts that you could beat somebody with, and be able to suck the rust off a pipe. How wrong he had been. 
 
    Now he couldn't get the dark skinned woman out of his mind. Yes, it was a strange relationship being in love with what could only be described as a tree, but hey, it wasn't any weirder than Prince Charles having an affair with Camilla behind Princess Diana's back. 
 
    David decided that it might not be best to think about such things; otherwise he might get an erection the next time he picked up a gardening magazine. 
 
    His Core had been busy alright. The dungeon had been shocked to discover the several dead bodies in his storage bin and more surprised to see that the bodies had been cut up like they had gone into a saw mill. Fortunately, they hadn't been there for long. 
 
    As for his core repairing itself, the healing formula was just as ridiculous as the matter to dungeon point conversion. Looking at the calculations it took five full grown people to create one single person. Where that excess energy and matter went to, the dungeon had no clue. 
 
    After months of toil and mindless boredom, things were finally looking up. Both David’s' storage bin was packed full of gold and after purchasing the treasure upgrade, the dungeon was able to repair the box that Zellio'zeri had given him. 
 
    Twenty kilograms of 20 karat gold. That was $890,000 right there in coin form. And while the dungeon couldn't do much with the excessive amount of wealth, his Core was another story. Even if his human-self spent a fraction of it on building supplies, David's dungeon was going to be kick ass. 
 
    It was a shame that the other David couldn't pull out anything larger than a fist but that was just details. He could still have things shipped over to his entrance. 
 
    The dungeon contemplated having the Core build a house around the exterior but that idea would have to remain on the back burner for now. He envisioned wooden floorboards, carpets, and a top-of-the-line entertainment centre. It was going to be one awesome man cave. And when his Core managed to get in touch with some movie auctions it was going to turn into nerd-vana. 
 
    As he sat in his chair, the dungeon contemplated re-enacting the fantasy movies with real hobbits and orcs. He would, of course, have to deal with more dungeons and trade a few things but that was just business. “Maybe I should get a harem.” the dungeon joked and shook his head. 
 
    Why anyone would want to have five women all fighting for their dick just showed how delusional they were. The Japanese were all about harems and love triangles; they didn't understand that having more than one lover was just asking for trouble. The fact that most of their main characters juggled two girls without getting stabbed by the third chapter meant that the creator was just some sad little troll who lived in their parent's basement. 
 
    For now, David decided to clear up his storage bin. He converted nearly everything but the gold and the human remains from his storage container into dungeon points. He then purchased the storage upgrade for 150 DP. Ever since that arsehole in the black armour had showed up, David had been running into storage problems. 
 
    Ever since getting the metal converter he had been playing mental tether-ball with deciding on the magic DP add-on. Before Zellio'zeri, the dungeon didn't have much use for the otherworldly items other than food, now he felt justified in keeping the relics. 
 
    If they were going to start trading with other dungeons it was probably best to stock up on magical gear. Fictional stories were chock full of magical junk and being able to swindle a few newbie dungeons might get him some unique monsters. 
 
    As he thought about the magical gear from Sir Douche-alot, the dungeon's avatar looked down at the black armour that continued to lay there on the ground. His attempts to consume the armour had been met with warnings and his bunker makers had failed to dissolve the thing into its base materials. Magic or not, leaving the items there didn't do him a lick of good. 
 
    There was just something incredible off putting about the empty suit. It was difficult to put down the feeling to just one thing. As best as he could describe it, it was like being afraid of clowns and having the movie IT sitting right there in your library. It was like the thing was just daring him to do something. 
 
    With his new storage space add-on, David was... positive that he could now swallow the damn thing. 
 
    Selecting the armour his attempts to send it to his storage container resulted in one thing. 
 
    Warning, you are doing an illegal operation. 
 
    “What the hell?” David slammed his fists on the desk. The other magical items took up a bit more storage space than their mass suggested, but it wasn't that much. The Beast had only taken up 500 storage points, so why should this thing be so difficult? 
 
    If he could have, the dungeon would have bought another upgrade to the storage space but the upgrade hadn't been there. Either the upgrade had some extra requirements or that was it. While science fiction shows and comic books had pocket dimensions happening all the time, in the real world it was currently impossible. In the future everyone might be walking around with bags of holding, but at Earth's current level of technology it was all theory. 
 
    Either the armour was the magical equivalent of jet plane or it had some protection on it. Either way, David didn't like it. The armour looked like something that Sauron would wear, and it was giving off some serious bad vibes. As stupid as it sounded, he felt the thing... looking at him. Which was dumb as it didn't have eyeballs. 
 
    David glared at the thing, “You want to play rough, huh? Fine. No more playing. You're scrap arsehole.” future losses be damned. Right now the dungeon didn't care if the thing was worth a king's ransom, he didn't like it. 
 
    The dungeon moved to his item manipulation screen and began to mix up a potent combination of powdered rust and aluminium. He then coated the armour in the compound until it was buried in it. “Twenty kilos of thermite. How'd ya like that?” 
 
    Igniting the compound proved to be far more difficult than David first assumed, but after playing with a few double A batteries and some copper wire, the dungeon was able to get a spark going. 
 
    The thermite going off was like seeing a mini volcano erupting. Sparks flew up and nearly touched the ceiling. David was impressed, he had thought that the light would be intense enough that it would brighten the entire room, and while it hurt to look at the inferno, the luminescence was focused similar to sparkler only a thousand times bigger and hotter. 
 
    That was when the walls of his room screamed. “Rrrrrrrrraaaaaa!” 
 
    The dungeon and by extension the security room, vibrated as some unearthly presence ripped through David's domain. David reached out for his desk and cursed through his teeth. He felt the invasion tear through his body, the intrusion striking him like a huge fist to the balls. He opened his teary eyes to see a new warning show up. 
 
    Warning. You have engaged in warfare against another dungeon. You critically wounded the Clawing Fate Dungeon. 
 
    “What?!” David screamed, not yet understanding the level of trouble that he had just slid into. More prompts flew by him. 
 
    It has been discovered that 21,000 of your minions have been secretly stolen by dungeon Clawing Fate. 
 
    David's map lit up and red dots started to appear all over his screen like his domain had just contracted chicken pox. All across his monitors a civil war broke out as his insects began to attack one another without cause. 
 
    “Warrrrrrr!” The cry was like a T-Rex had picked up Darth Vader's mantle. 
 
    As his little kingdom shook and his troops began to get massacred, David thought. 
 
    Working under stressful conditions was the day to day occurrence for a trouble shooter. A client screaming at you that nothing is working, a boss demanding impossible conditions, limited knowledge. Well, that was just Tuesday as far as David was concerned. 
 
    He took this all logically. From the prompts, a dungeon was attacking him. A dungeon that he had critically hurt. This had only happened after he had ignited the thermite on top of the bastard armour. Therefore, logically, the armour was a dungeon. Or to be more precisely, a dungeon core. 
 
    It made sense in a way. The reason that he couldn't put the thing inside his storage had nothing to do with space problems; it was because of some Dungeon code or something stupid about fair play. Possibly it was also a technical issue, but that wasn't the problem right now, because David had to get rid of this prick. 
 
    You have gained the achievement. Logical. 
 
    You have discovered a part of your nature. Many a man has broken under extremes and rapid changes to their situation, but not you. Where others turn hysterical, you remain calm and in control. While weaker men break as the world crumbles around them, you ponder your next step. 
 
    Reward. 10% increase in processing time during stressful conditions. 5% resistance to mental attacks. 
 
    David's attention was drawn to the monitor where the thermite was just starting to run out. The enemy dungeon looked horribly damaged, its arms and legs were just common scrap and the chest plate had a huge hole in it, despite all of that, David watched in awed fascination as what was left of Lord Strob's armour sat up straight. 
 
    “Shit,” David cried out. He was dealing with a suit of living armour. He was about to begin filling the entire place with thermite when the monitors shut down. 
 
    “Come on,” David yelled and banged the nearest screen with his hand. The screens lit up simultaneously, but instead of seeing his dungeon what David saw was the image of a giant metal eyeball. 
 
    “You are mine. I claim you.” said the low menacing voice sounding very pissed off. 
 
    Warning. Without a dungeon core to stake claim over your domain, your dungeon is at risk of being taken over by a hostile dungeon core. You have two minutes before dungeon is converted to Clawing Fate's control. 
 
    Logical must have taken effect, because time itself seemed to slow down. It wasn't like he was able to dodge bullets; David was just processing information at a faster speed. It took just ten seconds to pass before David realised how screwed he was and then another five to accept it. 
 
    Swearing every moment of it, he pressed five buttons. 
 
    During his six months of being absolutely bored out of his mind, David had come to the conclusion that he would most likely face something very nasty. If a real demon turned up, not just David but the Earth itself could have been screwed. So the dungeon had made a contingency plan. 
 
    As soon as David pushed the keys, he felt a huge weight bear down on him. 
 
    “No, little cave. I will not let you hurt me again.” the opposing dungeon said. David guessed that the dungeon had not been spending its stay inside him with its thumbs up its arse. From how easily it had turned his forces traitor, the arsehole had been slowly infiltrating him. 
 
    David felt something inside him shift; he had just over a minute before he was taken over, not enough time to bring out any thermite, but enough to spit in this monster's eye. “Not what I was doing, dickhead.” 
 
    He had not been expecting to ever fight against another dungeon core. From what he could tell from his own case, a dungeon core that could move outside of its domain was as rare as Asian women with natural F-cup breasts. A dungeon core that just happened to take on the shape of a suit of armour and stumbling into his domain. 
 
    Whatever had brought the bastard thing in here, David had no idea why it didn't try to take him over before. It had been months since he had killed those men. Enough time to do whatever it wanted. 
 
    There would be no victory here, no grand battle. The nameless dungeon had only destruction before it. There was no way that David could move his bunker makers into position to eliminate the enemy core before it took over and it would take precious minutes to create the explosive. 
 
    With no avenue of escape it became time for petty acts of vengeance. This Clawing Fate would take everything that belonged to the dungeon as its own. Well, that was just fine by David. 
 
    The opposing dungeon must have felt something move because it let out a bellow, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Pulling the copper wiring out of the walls,” David said. If he was going to be forcefully evicted he was going to take this place down with him. 
 
    The ceiling cracked open and David felt like he had just eaten glass as his starting room collapsed in on itself. The dungeon hadn't realized how painful it would be to destroy apart of himself, but the torture didn't and couldn't stop. 
 
    David never really got the idea behind a self-destruct button. It was all just so stupid. Why would a super villain have such an obvious weakness? A younger David just felt that Cobra Commander and Skeletor were mentally handicapped. 
 
    You spend all that time and money building a fortress and then you just throw it all away? Who plans for something like that? Who bloody thinks that putting tons of highly combustible explosive within plaster walls and then wiring that explosive to a single great big button is a good idea? 
 
    Then, one day when he was in a particularly bad mood, it came to David. The idea of a self-destruct button wasn't to commit financial suicide or because you were as dumb as a brick. Only when he thought about the concept behind having a big red button that could kill and bury everything that he owned did it make sense. It was a smoke screen for the villain to escape. 
 
    “Ahhhh. You will pay for hurting me,” Clawing Fate promised. 
 
    “Already am,” David squeaked, it felt as if a truck had run over him. Who knew fucking yourself would hurt so much? 
 
    “This will not stop me from claiming this domain.” 
 
    “No,” David agreed. He looked up at the screen and glared at the mechanical eye, which glared back at him with a hate that only an ex-wife could muster. 
 
    He had just seconds to spare before this motherfucker destroyed him and confiscated all of his hard work. David opened his mouth to say something witty and clever, something an 80's action hero would say when facing against the villain. 
 
    He never got the chance as the security room and David were deleted from existence. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    He had been in Kent's car when it happened 
 
    David felt a very important piece of him die, an organ that he never knew he had failing. His domain was under attack. There was no need for proof about the reasons behind this assumption, no need to be told that his world was coming undone, David could feel it. He could feel it like a mother could feel the death of her child, could feel it like a twin would feel the pain of their sibling. 
 
    As Kent told him to hang on as he drove through Melbourne's notorious traffic the Dungeon Core was blasted with prompts. 
 
    Your dungeon is under attack by Dungeon Clawing Fate. Return to your domain immediately. 
 
    Your dungeon has initiated custom designed self-destructive procedures. 
 
    Your dungeon has inflicted damage upon itself. 
 
    Dungeon Clawing Fate is attempting to reconnect to previous dungeon domain. 
 
    Knowing what Kent intended to do; David grabbed the man's wrist, and pulled out ten gold coins. “No hospital. Please. Take me to a ho...” The Dungeon Core's world turned black. 
 
    *** 
 
    This time the Dungeon Core had been ready. He knew that he was going to become unconscious and decided that it would be better to spend the time doing something constructive. 
 
    He was in his hotel, the place that he and his dungeon had set up as his game room. The Dungeon Core admired the place, he had sent pictures to the dungeon, and he didn't have the necessary time to fiddle around with it himself. 
 
    It was, of course, not a real hotel but more of a desktop image. There were no slot machines, no waitresses, nor anything that David would associate with a hotel, but it was an improvement over the swirling mists that he had before. 
 
    The Dungeon Core sat down in his chair and he examined the huge glass table before him. As the only real piece of furniture in the place, the Dungeon core had turned it into giant-sized tablet. 
 
    Your dungeon has been taken over by Clawing Fate. 
 
    Quest alert: Coup d'état.  
 
    A dungeon core cannot survive long without a domain. Because of the special circumstances of your realm and your dungeon core, you cannot recreate a domain. Your only action is to claim your previous domain by force. 
 
    Conditions: Reclaim your dungeon in seven days. 
 
    Reward: A dungeon. 
 
    Penalty for failure: Death. 
 
    Due to your dungeon being shut down, minions that had previously under your control have been let loose into the world. 
 
    Due to your dungeon's last actions all of your creatures are dead and your domain has been corrupted. 
 
    Well shit. David let out a deep sigh and seriously wanted to punch somebody in the face. 
 
    He knew rationally that his dungeon would eventually come under attack, but not this soon and not by another dungeon. Now David had a timer over his head, counting down the seconds until his demise. He would need to get over to Darwin and soon. 
 
    But then what? For all he knew this Clawing fate brought an army of monsters with it. 
 
    Unable to escape the hotel until his body healed itself from the drastic change, David searched through his current supplies. He still had over $800,000 in gold coins. It was more money than he would ever see in one lifetime, but would it be enough to take back his dungeon? 
 
    He searched through the other logs and found something else interesting. 
 
    Dungeon configuration, David Mascoff Version 1.0.1.6 has been saved. 
 
    A bit of typing and David just had to smile at himself. His dungeon had found a way to make a backup of itself, a recording of its progress and its mind. From the looks of it, all David had to do was insert this AI back into his dungeon and all of the settings would be transferred over. The trick was that he had to get into the blasted cave and wrestle with a death trap. 
 
    He looked at his hotel. Time went differently here. Much like a computer, in this realm David was able to think and act much faster than in the outside world. That was good; he would need that time to plan his next move. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You look... healthier.” Kim said. 
 
    “Up yours, bitch.” Cassidy laughed. 
 
    One phone call was all it took for most of Cassidy’s friends to come visit her. It was a Sunday so it wasn't as if any of them had work, or school, or jobs, or anything better to do besides videoing themselves reacting to trashy TV. 
 
    Being semi-popular in an all girls’ school, Cassidy chose to keep in touch with most of her friends after graduation, going so far as to rent a house with two of them. After what happened with the arsehole with the Molotov cocktail, the girls' friendship was tested as many of her companions couldn't stomach being in the same room with her without either crying or vomiting. 
 
    Daisy, a woman who enjoyed her gym and her protein bars far too much, poked her friend's red skin. 
 
    “Owe, it hurts, damn it,” Cassidy hissed, waving off the buff woman. 
 
    “And you say this guy just put his hands on you and new skin just appeared? You do know how fucked up that is?” Daisy asked. 
 
    Cassidy had told her and everyone else who would listen to her story about what happened, except the press. She had been there at ground zero when those vultures descended upon her during her first days in the hospital. 
 
    Naturally, her friends and her parents had been sceptical about these strange turn of events, even when they saw the evidence for themselves they thought that Cassidy had just been hopped up on morphine. Her mother had cried and called it a miracle before she ran outside to call her husband. Cassidy could just see her mother using this whole thing as an excuse to go out and buy her daughter wigs. 
 
    Kim rubbed her head. She was currently in her anime phase, meaning that she had pink hair and whenever possible she would dress up in plastic armour and carry a big foam sword. Right now she was in a Sailor Moon t-shirt which showed off her navel, it wasn't the type of thing you wore to a hospital. 
 
    “I still can't believe that you agreed to become this person’s assistant. What were you thinking?” Kim said. 
 
    “I was thinking that I would like my epidermis back,” Cassidy growled. She pointed at Daisy, “She couldn't look at me without crying.” 
 
    “I'm really...” Daisy tried to say but was cut off. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Cassidy sighed. She couldn't fault her friends for not being there holding her hand every second of the day. 
 
    Her body itching all over, Cassidy grumbled to herself. The fucking doctors had poked and prodded her ever since David had healed her face. The leeches had literally taken blood and ran her through an obstacle course of tests to discover what it was that David had done. Of course, they did this for their own curiosity, not caring that it was their patient who got the bill. 
 
    “I just wish you had thought this though,” Kim said, “he could be a criminal, Cass. You could end up in jail.” 
 
    Cassidy gestured to the hospital bed, “And this is better?” she slumped back. “I know I've probably fucked myself over, Kimmy. It's just. Listen, Dick said that David's up and he's coming here to finish fixing me up. He's got Kent running around swapping gold for cash...” 
 
    “I don’t get that either is he a smuggler?” Kim asked. 
 
    “That would be cool,” Daisy said. “That’s much more exciting than a lawyer. Cassidy the Gold Smuggler. You picture boats and pirates, don't you? You can get a gold tooth.” 
 
    “I picture a federal prison.” 
 
    “And you didn't see the little ninja he had walking around with him.” Cassidy said. She rubbed the spot that little psycho, Judith, pressed those hard stakes into her neck. 
 
    “He had a ninja with him?” Daisy asked, intrigued by the possibility of seeing a real ninja. 
 
    Cassidy's phone rang, “Oh, God. What is it now?” she picked it up, grateful that she no longer needed a nurse to answer it for her. 
 
    The sound of David's voice came through, “Cassidy, it's David. Are there any doctors in there?” 
 
    “How did you get my number?” Cassidy didn't remember giving it to the annoying prick; then again her phone had been just sitting there in the charger right next to her. It wouldn't be difficult for somebody to just sneak over when she was asleep and pinch it. 
 
    “Where are you?” Cassidy asked harshly, 
 
    “Who is that?” Kim asked seeing her friend's face shift to suspicion. 
 
    The group barely noticed the man in the lab coat pushing the small child around in a stolen wheelchair, “How's it going Cassidy?” David asked. He pushed Judith over to his previous bed and put his television on the children's channel, sure that a cartoon about building blocks would be a better father figure than he was. 
 
    With a flourish, he pulled out a stack of papers from his pocket dimension and placed them on Cassidy's lap. “Right, you would not believe the hoops that I went through to get this. It took me like two hours to get it legalised.” 
 
    “Two hours?” Cassidy looked through the paperwork, “It took you two hours to get a worker contract legalised?” 
 
    “No, it took me two hours make a business. It took one and a half hours to get a lawyer to speed read through all of that and make it legal.” 
 
    Despite being only a student, Cassidy could make out much of the legalese. It looked as if David had used several templates and had modified several paragraphs illustrating what Cassidy's roles were. It was a basic start-up company agreement. 
 
    She shook her head, “David, this isn't legal.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is. My new lawyer says it is. Her name is Debra Ltch. She's a partner over in Ltch and Hobat associates.” 
 
    Cassidy didn't need to work hard to remember the place that her new employer was referring to. Ltch and Hobat was a legal firm dedicated to business law, mostly working for small and medium businesses. It was the type of firm that Cassidy would have sold her soul to work at, which coincidentally is the first step in getting hired by them. 
 
    “How the hell did they let you meet Debra Ltch?” Cassidy asked. 
 
    “Debra is a seventy year old woman who was diagnosed with dementia five years ago and lives in a nursing home. Five minutes, that's all I needed to fix her and for her to owe me big time.” 
 
    Cassidy was shocked, “Dementia? You can fix that?” 
 
    “Apparently. You going to sign?” 
 
    As her brain tried to work through the nonsense of her saviour's words, Cassidy examined the pieces of paper that she was holding and her eyes locked onto the name of David's business. “Dark Exchange? You're shitting me.” 
 
    “I know,” David sighed, “I tried David's Dungeon, the Core. I even tried Awesome Doodle. I had like five seconds to come up with a name. You try to make up a business name nobody else owns on the spot.” 
 
    “It sounds like its run by a five year old,” Kim said. “Or a slavery ring. You're not a human trafficker are you?” 
 
    As if seeing the pair for the first time, David examined his employee's friends. He glanced over Kim's pink hair and Daisy's firm muscles. “Um... Who are you?” 
 
    “They're with me,” Cassidy said. She examined the contract, going through each page, looking for any inconsistency and ways for the Dungeon Core to screw her. She paid careful attention to the note telling her that her annual pay was $60,000. It looked as if she was going to be David's assistant. 
 
    She thought hard about her future. Even if she was fully mended and had finished her law degree her job prospects were slim. It could take years of getting idiots out of parking tickets before she got her first break, but if David could get her an in with Ltch and Hobat than it would be a huge step forward in her chosen career. 
 
    Kim got between David and Cassidy and snatched up the contract, “She's not signing anything until we know it's legitimate.” 
 
    “Sixty grand a year? I'll sign.” Daisy joked. 
 
    David gave the body builder a bemused look, “Do you have any skills and references?” 
 
    Before Kim could interfere Daisy answered, “I have a bachelor of exercise & sport science. Mostly I just work part time at the university moonlighting as a sport's instructor. I didn't really bring a resume with me.” Even as she heard the words come out, Daisy didn't see those skills working in many fields outside of a gym. 
 
    The Dungeon Core thought for a moment. “I could use an extra set of hands.” with a flick of his wrist he pulled out another stack of legal documents. 
 
    “Are you a magician?” Daisy asked, taking the stack of paper and doing her best to decipher the legal gibberish. While the promise of money did appeal to her she knew better to sign anything without reading. 
 
    “Daisy!” Kim shouted before Cassidy confiscated her contract back. 
 
    “Just let it go, Kim.” Cassidy said, she looked right into David's eyes. At some point the Dungeon Core had fixed his plastic eye, exchanging it for a real one, she just figured that he was wearing a glass replica. “You leave them out of this, you understand. You fix up my legs and...” Cassidy shook her head, “I don't even know what you want me to do.” 
 
    The law student saw David think about his response, most likely coming up with a reasonable lie to cover his arse. It pissed her off but there was not much she could do about it, a guy who could heal third degree burns with his hands? She wouldn't be surprised if he decided to put on a cape and mask. 
 
    “I'm going to die in six days unless I get to the middle of Darwin and invade a cave with an army of genetically altered monsters. Once there I need to kill an alien being whose goal is to create a death trap filled with other horrible monsters.” David explained, “And I intend to use you to not only sell gold that I have smuggled in from alternate fantasy universes, but to gather animals to use in my army.” 
 
    The three women just stared at him as if he were insane, which he probably was. 
 
    “What?” Daisy asked. 
 
    David held up his left hand in front of him. The three women watched in awe as he pulled a huge two handed sword from his open palm. “Has anyone ever heard of LitRPG's before?” He asked. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The door to the pawn shop opened and a woman who looked as if she could bench press a motorbike entered. The woman was dressed in a pair of jeans and simple black singlet, her bra straps could easily been seen, the same with her bright pink fanny pack. She was also holding a large sword which seemed oddly well suited to her. 
 
    As she approached the counter her hazel eyes drifted over the video games, lawnmowers, and the assortment of electronics. She spent a long few seconds viewing the TVs before reaching the attendant at the counter. “Hi, I need to sell some things.” 
 
    The cashier gave Daisy an interested look. The statuesque newcomer wasn't wearing a hoodie, sunglasses, nor was she shying away from the cameras.  So far the cashier didn't have a reason to suspect that he was dealing with a thief. “Let's see what you got.” 
 
    Daisy placed the sword on the glass counter with care, fearing that the weight would break it. 
 
    The attendant, not used to handling a sword, withdrew the blade. It was real steel and was incredibly well-made. Rich red cloth was spun around the handle which looked to be wood. It was a deadly piece of work. The cashier paid close attention to the stamp on the blade. It was a big bastard of an ant crawling over the letter E. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” the cashier asked going through the motions. 
 
    “Boss made it. He's doing a start-up company. That's the first on the market.” 
 
    “Much demand for real swords?” 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” Daisy laughed, “We also do jewellery, medieval armour, medals, and personalized gold coins.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, I could give you... two hundred for it.” 
 
    Having seen a few reality TV shows, Daisy tried to haggle, “Any chance for three?” 
 
    “Two-ten.” The cashier said. 
 
    Daisy sighed; she had seen movie props worth nearly five hundred dollars US. and those were just props. This was a real fucking sword capable of giving a man a new arsehole. Not wanting to go all the way over the city looking for what could be a five dollar improvement, she accepted the money. 
 
    That transaction done, Daisy dug into her fanny pack and pulled out twenty gold coins, each one etched with a different image.  
 
    The attendant raised an eyebrow as he held a coin with a butterfly to his eye, within the insect’s abdomen was the tiny ant riding an E. 
 
    Two hours later and Daisy was exiting the bank. She had just made five grand and she couldn't help but smile at the boon. That covered the rates and it was one step closer to a new car. Curious, she flipped to the dungeon app that David had given her when she had joined his new organization. 
 
    Name. Daisy Brown. 
 
    Faction. Dark Exchange 
 
    Job. Assistant. 
 
    Profession. Tutor. Speciality: Sports trainer. 
 
    Points available. 2 
 
    While teachers are better suited to educating large clusters of students the basics and fundamentals, tutors excel at teaching one student at a time. Entities assigned to a tutor learn three times faster and are better at retaining information. Dungeons get 4 points of research each day a tutor is teaching a student. 
 
    Sports trainer: All work and no play makes for a dull mind. Games are how children learn about the world, their building blocks becoming great pieces of architecture, their toy swords quickly turning real. As a sports trainer your students not only pick up physical games faster but their bodies physically alter to suit the sport. Plus 2 points research a day when teaching sports. 
 
    David had allowed his new employees to upgrade themselves. The research points were useless to him at the moment as he didn't have a dungeon and he didn't think that anyone would appreciate it if he suddenly gave them super powers. 
 
    Daisy had yet to try her new found power, but she had plans for her new found wealth. Back home she had a shit ton of gold coins that she needed to pawn off. Years of revenue just waiting to be sold, and an auction house just a few hours’ drive away. 
 
    She rang David's phone, after just two rings he answered. “How did it go?” he asked. 
 
    “Twenty for you, five for me.” Daisy answered. 
 
    “Suppose that's the best we can do. What about the sword?” 
 
    There was the voice of an airline hostess in the background, “Sir, you need to turn off your phone.” 
 
    “Lady, I know that you get a lot of crap, so here is what we'll do. When it looks like we're going to crash I'll turn off my phone. Until then, can you please tell that woman back there to put that screaming kid in the overhead compartment or invest in some duct tape?” David said. 
 
    “And more booze.” Kim called out. 
 
    “So what's the verdict on the sword?” 
 
    Daisy could barely hold back a grin and she could imagine the pissed off expressions on the stewardess and the kid's mother. “Two hundred and ten. Didn't want to go higher. You sure I can keep it?” 
 
    David had made the sword using the remains of a broken car and an hour of his time. As he waited for his plane he had twisted the metal with his bare hands, moulding it as if it were pipe cleaners. Done, he shrugged at the piece and gave it to Daisy to do with as she saw fit. The way that he had so casually did it; you think he was just regifting a box of stale chocolates. 
 
    “Think of it as a signing bonus. And you know, for holding Kim here hostage.” 
 
    “Hey, you can keep her,” Daisy laughed her voice then became as hard and cold as stone, “But seriously. You hurt her, and you and I will be having words. Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “Yeah, hang on. Here.” 
 
    Kim's sounded like she had a proper buzz going on, “Hello?” the Australian Otaku slurred. 
 
    “You alright?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Well, you bitches sold me to this freak for some magic beans and I'm currently on my way to an epic fantasy fight. So no, I'm not alright. I mean what if he rapes me, you know.” 
 
    Daisy heard the Dungeon Core call out, “She's just joking.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The room had a stench like bad fruit and body odour. Unwashed clothes were seemingly discarded to the floor without care, a mountain of pizza boxes lay next to the computer desk like some growing monument to slobs and poor dining. The only thing that appeared to be treated with respect were a collection of boxed figurines which were displayed on the shelf like some people might display a family portrait. 
 
    “Doesn't Kim ever clean her room?” Cassidy asked herself. 
 
    The evidence was proving the answer to be in the negative. The room showed the signs of a hurricane passing through. 
 
    Not knowing when or if their child would get out of the hospital, Cassidy’s parents sadly didn't have a spare room for their daughter, whom they had not been expecting but had been thrilled to see. Fortunately, drafting Kim to the Dungeon Core's service left a vacancy in her old flat. 
 
    Mixed feelings surrounded Cassidy about allowing her friend to travel with the stranger. Being an anime and fantasy geek, the appeal of witnessing a real magical fight between two opposing monster armies excited Kim, but so had staying home and watching cartoon boys with 80's hair hit on a plain looking girl. 
 
    Cassidy had no such free time to watch anything at the moment. The weeks that she had spent at the hospital had altered her life and she was determined to get it back on track. She had to re-enroll back into university, she had to talk to doctors, and there were a hundred other things that she needed to do. On top of that she also needed to work on this stupid Dark Exchange thing for David. But first of all she needed to make this rubbish bin live-able again. 
 
    After fifty minutes of cleaning while explaining her new circumstances to the university receptionist, the front door opened and several bags filled with groceries were shovelled inside. 
 
    “You wanna help?” Daisy called out and went to get more. 
 
    After throwing another load of pizza boxes in the recycle bin, Cassidy viewed her friend pulling out a new microwave from the boot of her car. “Oh, what did you get now?” she asked as she picked up two grocery bags and carried them inside. 
 
    Done moving everything inside, Daisy pulled free a can of beer and fell onto the living room couch like a meteor. “So how was your day?” she asked Cassidy. 
 
    Cassidy joined her, the foam cushions hurt more than offered comfort. Her skin was still sensitive. Even the clothes she wore hurt as they tugged at her red skin, but life and work didn't stop because of a bit of discomfort. 
 
    “There is a floor in Kim's room somewhere,” Cassidy said. “So, how much did you get?” 
 
    Daisy made a series of grunts as she pulled off her sneakers, “Twenty or so grand. Fifteen went to the kitty and I kept the rest.” 
 
    The kitty was the shared account they used for the business. It was also the account that Cassidy was meant to use to pay her two friends. Only she and David were supposed to have access to it. 
 
    It wasn't faith in his fellow man that fuelled David's trust in his employees; it was his faith that lawyers were bitter and petty creatures that feed off the misery of others. One single breach in the rules and his new and sane lawyer would tear Cassidy’s arse wide open and take her time punishing her. 
 
    David had given his employees a bit over fifty thousand dollars’ worth of gold. The rest of the shiny metal was split into several locations, including PO boxes, his lawyer, Cassidy's parents place, and a duffel bag. 
 
    It was Daisy's job to move the gold, putting the bricks and coins across multiple auction houses and pawn shops. 
 
    Daisy took a deep gulp of her beer, “Spoke with Kim, drunk as a fucking skunk. Think she'll be alright?” 
 
    “Hope so,” Cassidy said. She rubbed her forehead, “We should have gone with her.” 
 
    “I'm not going to Darwin. It's fucking hot up there. Summer is around the block.” 
 
    “Yeah. And with this bloody skin I'll turn extra crispy.” Cassidy growled. 
 
    “Just go back to the hospital you crazy bitch.” Daisy said. 
 
    “Can't,” Cassidy reached over to the coffee table and pulled free a can of beer, “too much to do. God that's cold.” 
 
    Daisy pulled out her phone and put up the new app that David had given her. “Hey, do you know what this upgrade stuff is? I sold all that gold and it gave me like a new quest. I have to train somebody.” 
 
    “Probably some stupid game.” Cassidy let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes, “I have to buy this bloody land and get this website up.” She finished half the beer in a single go, not so much thirsty but wanting to get hammered and forget her woes. 
 
    Cassidy finished the can and went to get another. 
 
    “Oi, get your own,” despite Daisy's protests she did nothing to stop Cassidy from claiming another can. 
 
    Cassidy smiled, “Take it up with the woman who sorts out your pay. Oh wait. That's me. Tough luck, bitch.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    If anyone had told Kim that she would be in Darwin and helping a creature out of a bad light novel try to wage an epic war against an intelligent basement, she would have carefully scooted away from them and grabbed her pepper spray. Now here she was, fighting heat, insects, and running around pet shops trying to gather her new boss' dark army. 
 
    Cassidy, the bitch, had used the hospital card to get out of helping her new boss. She claimed that she could do more in Melbourne than she could in the arse end of the Northern Territory. The bald, red-skinned bitch was supposedly talking to the people who owned the land that the dungeon was situated on, negotiating a reasonable deal with them. She was also trying to build a website and juggle the business side of the Dark Exchange. 
 
    Kim hadn't believed a word of it. 
 
    She had been elected to go with David for a number of reasons, the biggest one of which was that she didn't have a job or school to go to, and their employer had put over $100,000 worth of gold coins under their floorboards. Kim had enough time to grab a bag of clothes before her friends threw her to the complete stranger. 
 
    She had asked what they would do if David raped and/or killed her. 
 
    Cassidy had said that she and Daisy would take David's money and give her the best funeral that they could afford. What good friends she had. 
 
    Once in Darwin, the pair had rented a motel room. Not that they would be sharing a bed or the room. David claimed that he didn't need sleep and had chosen to camp out in an old factory that was one good gust away from falling down. His choice of venue made Kim imagine hooks and body parts. 
 
    She didn't have the time to take a shower or a nap before David took her shopping. She was sure that half the pawn shops in the city had the Dungeon Core's gold coins. 
 
    Kim looked at the creatures that she had bought under her name. Two dogs, two cats, a whole cage of mice, two pythons, a tarantula, two dozen fish, and ten budgies. Every animal was female, in cages or tanks, and looked extremely pissed off. What her boss had in store for them she didn't want to know. 
 
    As she placed the last of the cages on the hard cement floor of the deserted factory, her phone rang and she looked at her new app. 
 
    You have completed the quest. Menagerie I. 
 
    You have gathered 10 animals for your dungeon core. 
 
    Reward. 5 upgrade points. 
 
    You have completed the quest. Menagerie II. 
 
    You have gathered 25 animals for your dungeon core. 
 
    Reward. 15 upgrade points. 
 
    Out of curiosity, she checked her stats. That's if they could be called that. 
 
    Name: Kimberly Ranson. 
 
    Faction. Dark Exchange 
 
    Job: Assistant. 
 
    Profession: Scribe. Musician. 
 
    Points available. 20. 
 
    Unlike her friends, Kimberly had two professions. David had explained that most people had the student profession. It was due to going to school for over ten years straight and learning the basics. The scribe and tutor professions were evolutions of the student profession. 
 
    As best that Kim could figure out, she had gained the scribe profession some time back. It was a throwback of a time in her life when she was writing the type of trashy vampire romance novels that took the blogs by storm in the 2009s. She decided that David or anybody for that matter didn't need to know that shameful part of her life. 
 
    As for the musician profession, that had been all her. Doing guitar lessons for five years had somehow awarded her with an extra profession. She would have preferred a wizard or fighter class, but she could stick with being a bard, for now. Later she would see about joining a dojo, maybe she could get a cool monk or fighter class. 
 
    With enthusiasm, Kim clicked on the button on the top right hand corner of her phone screen and felt a wave of dizziness come over her. The next thing she knew the factory was gone. 
 
    Kim found herself walking through a set of doors and into what appeared to be an empty casino, empty as in there was nothing there except a huge glass table and her employer, David, tapping at the glass. 
 
    As if sensing her arrival, David looked up from his tablet and looked at her in astonishment. “How did you...” he stopped himself as his table flashed something. “You're kidding. This is how you upgrade?” 
 
    Kim looked at the empty hall, she had seen better. “What is this place?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess you would call this a loading screen or a desktop. You're kind of in my safe house.” David sounded a bit unsure, and Kim doubted he really knew. “When you see me just zone out, this is probably where I am.” 
 
    “It's a bit empty,” Kim mentioned. 
 
    “I kinda have my hands busy. So now we need to work on the best way to upgrade you.” He thought for a moment, “Music, huh? How... about a stage?” he tapped something on his table and a stage just suddenly appeared. It had a single chair on it and an electric guitar just hovering in the air. 
 
    “Nice,” Kim exploded, not because the stage itself was fantastic but at the casual display of magic. 
 
    Over at the far end of the casino, a lone video game appeared. It had five anime characters on top of it and it had the look of one of those dating sim games that Japan was crazy about for some reason. The third new machine had the look of a trivia game. It had The Assistant written in glowing neon light. 
 
    “Three professions, one job. Pick which one you want to dump your points.” David said. 
 
    “Where's the scribe?” Kim looked around, trying to locate the fourth machine. 
 
    “Couldn't figure out a good game for that. You'll have to look at the tablet for that.” He gestured at the table. “Or you can save up your points.” Neither David nor Kim believed she would do that. The idea of getting a super power was too much of a temptation. 
 
    “Did Cassidy and Daisy pick yet?” She asked. 
 
    “Daisy has ten points. She got them by selling the gold. Curiously, Cassidy hasn't gotten a single point, yet.” 
 
    Kim snorted. Cassidy liked to talk a big game about responsibility but really she was a lazy bitch, preferring to do everything at the last moment. What was worse, despite her lax attitude she always got better grades than Kim did back in school. 
 
    Kim moved to her first love, the floating guitar. Well, actually anime was her first love, but music was up there. She sat down on the low chair and her hands instinctively picked up the instrument. As she plucked her first string, she felt that the guitar was horribly out of tune. Annoyed, she tweaked the knob. 
 
    Fine Tuned. 
 
    Type: Instrumental, passive 
 
    An instrument is not just a mechanism that makes noise. It is an extension and mirror of its owner. You will instinctively be able to tune any instrument to your own tastes. 
 
    Points needed. 5. 
 
    Kim blinked. “Okay.” 
 
    Not wanting to waste her points on a stupid upgrade, she tried just strumming a few of the lax cords. 
 
    Nimble Fingers I. 
 
    Type: Playing, passive. 
 
    Your fingers instinctively know which cords to pluck and which keys to hit. Speed increased by 5% 
 
    Points needed. 10 
 
    “Can I get a menu for this?” Kim asked, she just wanted to make this easier. 
 
    David smiled, “You're no fun.” He pushed a few buttons and Kim saw the full list of upgrades. 
 
    She was now able to see a list of her potential upgrades, the text hanging right before her like a computer window. It looked as if the set up was of old Japanese RPG systems where you had several tiers inside one main class and you could only get the more powerful abilities by unlocking the the prerequisite abilities. 
 
    The music profession seemed to be distributed into several main categories. Instrument, Singing, Stage, Compose, and Playing. That was most likely to change as Kim continued to unlock new powers and abilities. 
 
    Vocals I. 
 
    Type: Singing, passive. 
 
    Your voice not only hits those high and low notes but you are able to hold a note for a full two minutes. 
 
    10 points. 
 
      
 
    Song Writer. 
 
    Type:  Compose, passive. 
 
    From snappy lyrics to epic compositions. You can now write your soul onto parchment. 
 
    15 points. 
 
      
 
    Showman. 
 
    Type: Stage, passive. 
 
    Even the greatest artist feels the weight of a thousand pairs of eyes on them. You feel more comfortable working with big crowds. 
 
    5 points. 
 
    Kim could sense that this was just the bare bones of her profession. From the fictional books that she had read about dungeons, she could guess that her abilities would expand and become much more expensive the more upgrades that she unlocked. 
 
    20 points. It wasn't a lot. She could purchase four minor enhancements or go for the songwriter talent. 
 
    “You still have the other professions.” David called out helpfully. 
 
    Not wanting to give up this chance, Kim selected the nimble fingers upgrade. Her points dropped to 10 and she got a new prompt. Instantly she got several new abilities to gather and unlocked Nimble finger II. 
 
    Nimble Fingers II. 
 
    Type: Playing, passive. 
 
    Your fingers dance and twist in ways they never could before. Your dexterity is enhanced by an additional 5 %. 
 
    Points. 25. 
 
      
 
    Deep Calluses. 
 
    Type: Playing, passive. 
 
    Your hands and fingers are now protected by natural armour. 
 
    Point 15. 
 
      
 
    Musical Muscle Memory. 
 
    Type: Playing, passive. 
 
    Your body knows what it is doing even if you don't. The more you repeatedly play a song the better the chance that you can reproduce it. 
 
    Points 20. 
 
    Natural armour? Now that is just cool. Suddenly, Kim found herself with a new work ethic. Wanting to see what else she could get from her other professions, she put down the guitar and moved to the glass tablet. 
 
    Scholar upgrades. 
 
    Calligraphy. 
 
    Type: Writing, passive. 
 
    Text doesn't have to be boring, turn your words into art with new fonts. 
 
    Points 10. 
 
      
 
    Index Initiate. 
 
    Type: Research, passive. 
 
    You instinctively know where to find the right book you need. 
 
    Points: 10. 
 
      
 
    Research Initiate. 
 
    Type: Research. 
 
    Your dungeon will receive four extra research points a week. Library, scholar's hut, or school room required. 
 
    Points: 20. 
 
      
 
    Learn a new basic language. 
 
    Type: Language. 
 
    You can now learn another basic language that you have heard or studied before. 
 
    Points: 20. 
 
      
 
    Comprehension 1. 
 
    Type: Critical thinking, passive. 
 
    Reading something is not the same as knowing it. Improve base intelligence by 5. 
 
    5 points. 
 
    It was the Research Initiate talent that peaked Kim's attention. It held no interest for her right now as she no longer had the points to purchase it, but maybe later she and the dungeon would have a talk about her first raise. 
 
    She was interested to know that some abilities were already unlocked. Including the second level of the Writing tier which she obtained by knowing how to read and write, give it up for literacy. 
 
    It was just surprising that the upgrade was there in the first place. You would think that being able to read and write would be a prerequisite of the scholar class and not an option. 
 
    “You really need to update this thing.” Kim said. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. As best I can figure it, my dungeon is a hand-me-down of one of the fantasy realms. You know those ones where anyone with a saw is called a doctor, and the education system is composed of teacher slapping kids in the heads with books. About a third of the upgrades are blanked out because our universe doesn't support magic. Check these out.” 
 
    Speed Reading I. 
 
    Writing, passive. 
 
    Permanently increase reading speed by 5%. 
 
    Points 10. 
 
      
 
    Speed Writing I. 
 
    Writing, passive. 
 
    Permanently increase writing speed by 5%. 
 
    Points 10. 
 
      
 
    Transcribe Text I. 
 
    Writing, passive. 
 
    Copy text from one book into another 10% faster. 
 
    20 points. 
 
      
 
    Eye for Grammar. 
 
    Writing, passive. 
 
    You can now see and fix grammar mistakes, making utter nonsense into easily understandable gibberish. 
 
    Points 10. 
 
      
 
    Read between the lines. 
 
    Type: Writing, active. 
 
    Authors often put a piece of themselves in their work. For one hour you will be able to sense the author's emotional state when they were writing their piece. 
 
    5 points. 
 
    “Sucky, right?” David asked. “Now, if we were in a fantasy world, you'll get holographic reading, be able to make your own grimoire. Plus the scholar class is linked to enchantment and magical classes. In theory, you could make magical scrolls.” 
 
    “Awww.” Kim groaned, that would have been so cool.  
 
    Unable to get the magical powers of her upgrades, due to her stupid universe making logical sense, there was little that Kim was interested in at the moment. As for mundane purchases, that speed reading one and learn a new language, however, was up there in her wish list. Learning Japanese without trying would make watching anime so much easier. 
 
    She decided to save up her points, not bothering with her assistant upgrades. If David wanted her to get an assistant upgrade than he was going to have to shout out a raise. 
 
    As if sensing her intentions, Kim found herself back in the real world surrounded by dozens of pissed off animals all of whom wanting to be fed and taste freedom. She checked her phone and discovered that not even a minute had passed in the real world while she had clearly remembered playing around with her upgrades for at least half an hour. 
 
    Doing her best to ignore the annoyed animals, Kim manoeuvred around the cages to where David was looking at his laptop. “Hey, was that real?” she asked over the barks and clatter. 
 
    Her boss didn't answer. David sat there, cross legged, examining the screen. Next to him, eating an assortment of junk food was Judith, who kept her eyes on Kim with an eerie predator expression, as if she were daring the Australian anime geek to turn her back on her. 
 
    Curious, Kim examined the screen. The Dungeon Core appeared to be in the middle of reading a boring paper about genetics. Why a fantasy dungeon needed to know or would care about such a subject was beyond her. She hadn't been much of a fan of the dungeon master anime, which seemed to be more about the artist's fulfilling some sort of harem fantasy. She preferred darker fantasy and science fiction shows. 
 
    After today, however, Kim promised herself to read more LitRPGs, ones that don't feel like the author really needs to get laid, badly. 
 
    Not getting an answer, Kim shook her boss' shoulder. 
 
    Startled, David jumped. “What?” he looked up to see Kim there, looking at him. 
 
    “Was that real?” she asked. “The casino? The upgrade?” 
 
    David blinked in confusion, and then he seemed to grasp what Kim meant. “Oh, yeah, that was real. Nimble fingers I.” 
 
    “Can you give me...” she hesitated for a moment, trying to come up with the most polite way to put this, “Give me more points?” 
 
    “Would if I could, but without a dungeon I can't do much. It looks like you need to complete side quests. And no, I don't know how this stuff works.” 
 
    “Okaaaay,” Kim trailed off. “So can you give me more quests, maybe get you a coffee for fifty points?” 
 
    David gave her a smile, “Try and focus on your music. Maybe you'll get a secret quest if you memorise a song or something” He looked at his watch, “Pawn shops closed. Better go back to the hotel, take Judith with you. She needs a good night's sleep.” 
 
    Kim's phone rang and two quests popped up. 
 
    Quest alert. The right tools for the job. 
 
    Obtain an instrument. 
 
    Reward: A musical instrument. 
 
    Quest alert. Diddy. 
 
    Compose a small song or lullaby. 
 
    Reward: 2 upgrade points. 
 
    Kim smiled. She had been working on her own song for five years but never had the motivation to finish it, now it looked like the perfect time. As for the instrument, maybe she could get lucky and find a shop, if not there was always tomorrow. 
 
    She looked back over the building, “Are you going to be alright without your little bodyguard?” Not even for a million dollars would Kim ever stay in this place. Disregarding all of the poisonous monsters that were crawling around the area, the place looked as if it would attract meth-heads and hobos. Camping out in the wilderness was probably safer. 
 
    Thinking back at what happened in the racquetball centre, David looked at all of the animals and winced, “You probably don't want to be here.” 
 
    “Okaaay,” Kim said not wanting to touch on the subject. For all she knew this crazy guy was going to do some sex acts on these poor animals, and she really didn't need to see that. She took Judith by the arm, “Come on, bath and bed.” She wondered if there was a babysitter profession. 
 
    Judith looked back at her master as she was guided to Kim's car, she didn't want to leave David's side. He seemed to keep finding himself in trouble a lot. 
 
    *** 
 
    Seeing his first creation leave with his employee, David stood up and moved to a cage containing two large female cats, one of which had what appeared to be a broken leg. He had gone for cheap fodder instead of loveable kittens, animals that were a day away from the gas chamber. What he intended to do to each of the animals was going to leave a mark on his already tainted soul and he didn't need the extra guilt of dooming a kitten. 
 
    From his pocket dimension, he pulled out a plastic bowl and filled the container with milk. Using a knife he then cut into his finger. A drop of red blood landed in the white liquid, a quick stir later and there looked to be no visible sign of the Dungeon Core's essence. 
 
    The cats drank greedily not realising their fate. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    With a natural grace that no human could ever duplicate, the feline casually jumped back, avoiding the piercing claws and a quick death. With a look filled with contempt and mild amusement it viewed its foe. 
 
    The cat faced a deformed monster of its kind. A terror that looked more like a rabid hyena than a tame house cat. Its opponent snarled and yipped, displaying horrible teeth, its mouth was filled with so much bacteria that even its drool seemed to hiss as it hit the floor. 
 
    The hyena, easily four times the size of the cat and four times it weight, lowered its head, showing its hump and its bright orange stripe of hair which ran down its back. It gnashed its twisted teeth flinging drool everywhere. 
 
    The cat just sat there, watching its enemy. The hyena was nothing but a brute, a savage thing. The cat meanwhile, with its golden fur was a magnificent specimen. While smaller, the tiny cat had traded its size for a few little tricks. Unlike this lumbering oaf, the tiny cat had no need to hunt in the primeval forests or jungles of some alien world. It walked into people's homes, took what it wanted, and for its crimes it was worshipped like the god it knew it was. 
 
    In comparison, the hyena was a feral cretin which was groomed in an eat or be eaten world. The cat however, was raised in a different jungle, one of stone and steel, and children with sticky hands. 
 
    Seeing its small rival as no threat, the hyena lunged at the cat. 
 
    The cat casually turned away, its tail swiping at the hyena's face with the strength of a feather duster. 
 
    The hyena's jaws closed in on nothing but it did not leave empty handed. The cat's tail and its glistening fur had shredded the mutated hyena's nose clean off and its right cheek hung from the feral animal's face. It howled in pain and made the mistake of turning away from the tiny cat which was now licking its bloody claws. 
 
    The large oaf now cringing from its torn face, the cat easily jumped onto its adversary's back, gold claws extended. Seeing no other choice but to dirty its paws, the house cat began to dig and claw at its whimpering foe. Huge chunks of bloody meat and fur were flung into the air only to dirty the white floor. 
 
    The hyena howled in agony and performed a barrel roll. The house cat on its back held on tightly, it’s now red claws pinching the hyena’s tormented back for grip. 
 
    Getting tired of being squashed, the smaller cat abandoned its new mount and slid onto the floor. The hyena was given no respite, however, as the small cat grabbed at its throat and sent its golden fangs into the ugly brute's jugular. Its fangs, despite their sharpness, proved too small to do anything but annoy the larger creature, but the house cat's hind claws scratched its chest with the enthusiasm of a chainsaw. 
 
    Within a minute, the hyena lay there on the ground, its haunted eyes staring up into the faces of a slightly overweight man and a dark skinned goddess. 
 
    “Finally,” David breathed. It was a good thing that cats had litters. 
 
    There had been an option to select one cat as a template for the others or to use a pack challenge and to have two small groups fight in a five verses five brawl. David had selected a third option. Manipulating one foetus at a time for experimentation. After two rounds of getting nothing, the Dungeon Core finally managed to get a winning hand. 
 
    He looked down at his collection of cards which gravitated towards the centre of his board as if drawn by invisible hands. There was a faint glow and suddenly he was staring at his new card which showed the image of his new monster. 
 
    Zellio'zeri Crat nodded in satisfaction, “A fine victory. I have to say that you were due a victory. May I see your first true monster, David?” 
 
    Knowing that she could not steal from him in this place, David allowed the tree to view his newest treasure. 
 
    Name: Gold Runner 
 
    Created by: David Mascoff 
 
    Species: Feline, Dungeon born. 
 
    Strengths: Claws, natural armour, fangs. 
 
    Weaknesses: Swimming. 
 
    At birth the gold runner devours metal and metallic items, the softer metals become its coat while the harder metal become its adult fangs and claws. Gold runners are lazy, selfish, and seek out metal. Pet owners are advised to keep their jewellery in a safe place, and to never rub a gold runner's fur the wrong way. They are also advised to take regular tetanus shots. 
 
    A disapproving expression marked the tree's flawless face. This cat was indeed a unique animal, but one that had no place in Zellio'zeri Crat empire. Metal was not her domain. It would be better suited to a mine. She returned the card and rewarded David with another huge amount of gold. “Is this truly the best choice of your time, David? You have but five days left to reclaim your dungeon.” 
 
    “I don't know what he has got.” David explained, “He's older than me. I know that much. He probably has hundreds of monsters and traps. All I can do is to build up my forces.” 
 
    “It is wise indeed to overestimate your foe, David, but I think that you might be sending an oleop to kill a sepinses. You told me that you greatly wounded him.” Zellio'zeri still found it difficult to believe that this young dungeon had intentionally sabotaged his own domain and set up a contingency plan for his own downfall. Collapsing your dungeon, corrupting your domain, destroying your blueprints, and wasting your energy closing off the entrance. It was possible that David may have ultimately ruined his own dungeon beyond repair. 
 
    If she had been the attacker, wounded, in the middle of a Godless expanse of desert, with no way to lure in prey, Zellio'zeri doubted that she could have survived. 
 
    “I like to be prepared. Hopefully that son of a bitch is just lying in the ground sulking that he can't do anything. Anyway, I have no idea how this works. I could get trapped there with no way out. This could be my only chance to get some real monsters that aren't just a pack of ants.” 
 
    The tree goddess looked sombre. In her experience the idea of leaving her comfortable domain was both frightening and seen as a punishment. Her domain protected her, it nourished her, leaving it was death. But to David it was no better than a jail cell. 
 
    “I would give you my animals if I could, David, but without a domain they would turn to ash, also you don't have the power to summon them.” She had grown fond of these interactions, the idea that she would no longer communicate with this young core was... Sad? Was this sadness? 
 
    The ancient being shook her head, “Two years. No, not even that. I was over two hundred years old before I could obtain such a powerful creature. If I had such a tool, gathering twigs and defending my tiny borders, things would have been so much easier.” 
 
    At hearing the lovely lady Zellio'zeri's words, a thought struck David with the force of a freight train. Looking off into the distance he continued the idea, allowing it to twist and bend to different routes. Finally he dared to ask, “What would you have given me for the cat when you were just starting out?” 
 
    “It was such a long time ago. Now it is difficult to imagine myself so naive and weak. For that tiny and evil thing,? I don't know.” 
 
    “How about another monster?” David asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course. But I had almost nothing when I was but two years old. I had but light, and the earth, and what water that I could find.” Zellio'zeri let out a laugh, “My first creature was but a tiny bee. Its swarm was buzzing around an annoying little wildflower who kept telling me that I should be grateful to be in her presence. I took its bee out of spite and how it angered the detestable thing.” Those memories were so far away these days. The first memories of a baby, you know they were there but they were out of your grasp. 
 
    Yikes. David didn't know that trees and flowers had such cut throat relationships. Then again it wasn't as if the plant world didn't have its arseholes. Blackberry bushes would be right up there. He felt the woman's polite smile on him. 
 
    “But enough reminiscing,” Zellio'zeri eyes turned predatory, “Take off those pants.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Yellow piggy eyes stared at the bulging muscles that were housed in dark green and brown skin. A dog-like maw that was filled with sharp teeth grinned back at the viewer, who grunted in satisfaction at the intimidating visage. Ronk Nalkramal Balorat Ugpak Avhinguk Mushof approved of its new avatar. 
 
    The green-skinned dungeon viewed the assembly of monsters and men. On top of a stage an ugly thing with pink skin and even pinker hair was playing an odd wooden thing with strings. The melody was... acceptable to the dungeon's ears. Though it did not have the drums or the screams that Ronk was used to, the soothing cords made him nod. 
 
    The twenty creatures that surrounded the stage were swaying to the tune. A mighty white stallion with great and powerful legs swished its tail. A werewolf with muscles that rivalled Ronk's let out a long howl, trying to add his own song to the mix. A thin woman with four arms and six small breasts stared in fascinated wonder at the creature on the stage; her large cow eyes were wide. 
 
    The song ended and the creatures grunted, snorted, bowed, and shook in acknowledgement. The pink haired thing thanked the crowd, “Going on break. Thank you.” she shouted and grinned at her audience. 
 
    Another pink thing, this one with muscles that pleased Ronk's ideology came to him with a plate of food and drinks. “Want something to drink?” she asked. While her hair was brown she wore a white piece of cloth which showed her muscles and her grey loincloth displayed her meaty legs. What Ronk would give to have such a creature in his domain instead of the puny little ugly things which squatted in his hole.  
 
    The question put Ronk off for a moment. He had seen the green things he kept in his dungeon eat and drink before, but the practise had never appealed to him, mainly because he didn't have the necessary organs to appreciate the act. He picked up a glass and examined the orange, bubbling fluid. He put the liquid in his mouth and nearly spat out the contents. It wasn't that the drink was bad but that he had not been prepared for the strong flavour. 
 
    “Here,” the woman let out a laugh, “some water.” 
 
    Feeling that he was being looked down on, Ronk kept his glass and consumed the contents. Following the traditions of his creatures for etiquette, he dropped the mug and yelled. “Goooood! You be my woman, now.” 
 
    “Flattered,” the woman said. “You know, for a dream this feels really real you know.” 
 
    Ronk knew of dreams. He dreamt of being bigger and stronger, he also dreamt of the day the things that squatted in his stomach would get their shit together. Now he would dream of this female. Perhaps he would make some of her one day. She was nice and he could see that she was strong. 
 
    A giant chipmunk raised it glass, “Daisy, more beer.” 
 
    “Whiskey.” 
 
    “Water.” 
 
    “Can I get more of those little biscuits?” another woman made of living blue water called out. At least it looked as if she were made of water. 
 
    “Weirdest. Dream. Ever.” Daisy said before leaving. 
 
    Ronk felt dejected as the pink skinned woman left, but didn't have time to dwell on it. It felt good to talk to her. He saw another woman, this one with bright red skin and no hair flirting with a dungeon that had Ronk's muscles but had long blonde hair and skin that was too yellow for his tastes. He could tell that she, Daisy, and the one that had been playing were... Ronk didn't want to compare them to his squatters but that was what it felt like. 
 
    After a few minutes of just wandering around, a new dungeon got onto the stage and spoke to the crowd, “Hello my fellow death traps. My name is David and welcome to the first annual Dark Exchange auction. You all have questions so let's get them out of the way first. Anyone?” 
 
    “Why have you brought us here, why do I look like this?” The blue water woman shouted. 
 
    “I have gathered many items and monsters from my world that I don't need any more. I was hoping to trade these to my fellow dungeons. As you are all two to ten years old I figured that you could use extra monsters or treasure. As for what you look like that's a bit technical.” 
 
    “Where is my fairy?” a large floating eyeball called out. The dungeons grumbled in agreement. 
 
    Ronk was also curious as to why Zainjin was not with him. The little goblin shaman was useful if a tad annoying. The creature kept demanding something called gold and swords but failed to tell him what they looked like. 
 
    “I don't deal with side-kicks. Anyway, you're all big dungeons. You can make your own decisions.” David saw his fellow dungeons grumble at that announcement. “Anyone who doesn't feel comfortable with that, simply will yourself to return.” he gestured to the casino doors, “Or you can go through the doors over there, or you can stick around and watch and we can do this next year. Any other questions?” 
 
    The crowd looked at one another, uncertain and not wanting to be the first to say anything. 
 
    The Dungeon on the stage rubbed his hands, “So let's get this started.” The stage suddenly filled up with small cards which floated in the air, each of them representing a creature. “These represent blueprints or patterns of monsters that I own and that I'm willing to sell to you.” 
 
    Ronk and the rest of the dungeons stared in wonder at the selection. Ants the size of a child's finger, spiders and snakes that oozed venom, brightly coloured wasps. Ronk saw a pink creature like the women and wanted to see it more clearly. Then he knew. 
 
    Species name: Homo Prodigisum, Variant. 
 
    Race: Humanoid, dungeon born 
 
    Strengths: Acid, acrobatics, weaponry, tool user. 
 
    Based on the creature known as human. Homo Prodigisum, Variants are mutations created by the Dungeon Master, David Mascoff. This creature not only have the intelligence of a human but also has inbuilt weaponry. Two spikes made of solid bone pierce through the Variant's palms, each capable of injecting their prey with a highly caustic acid. Born with the natural ability to create swords and stabbing weapons, as well as having little empathy for their targets, they are natural hunters and killers. 
 
    The Variant was worth forty goblins to make, an incredulous sum indeed. Ronk could barely make one of the little bastards. But why was she so expensive to make? Why not make forty, if annoying puny goblins? 
 
    Then it hit him like a thunder clap. Ronk was staring at a simulation of his own dungeon which was little more than a cave and a few tunnels. He had never seen the outside of his domain before and never with the eyes of one of his creatures. It regretfully didn't look that impressive. 
 
    A naked pink skinned man stood at the entrance of Ronk's dungeon. The Variant looked different compared to Daisy and the others, from the thing that was dangling between his legs Ronk guessed that he was a male version. 
 
    Male or not, Ronk's sentries were waiting with him, crude spears clutched in their filthy green fingers. Like the Variant, they wore no armour or cloth, their tiny maggot-sized sex free to dangle there. These were trained to handle the sight of the sun which burnt their delicate skin, blistering and turning their complexion green instead of pale white. 
 
    The goblins turned their heads to the Variant and Ronk knew him to be doomed. The terrible things let out a hoot to summon their brothers. Despite the Variant’s superior size the goblins were like savage wolves. No. A better analogy would be rats. Cunning vermin that had litters of hungry babies, capable of surviving off the faeces of other animals. 
 
    Blank faced, the Variant walked towards the ugly pygmies that stood in his path. Then his walk turned into a mad dash. The Variant grabbed the sticks and as if pulling a toy away from a child, liberated the weapons for his own needs. 
 
    The goblins stared open mouthed at the intruder's impudence. Their expressions turned to horror as their foe sent their own spears into their open gaping maws. 
 
    Ronk was amazed at the ease that this creature had killed his sentries. He was as silent as the dead, as ruthless as the bitter cold, and he was about to have lots of company. 
 
    Instead of taking the spears, the Variant used the sticks to hold the goblin bodies up. With no place to hide he wiped some of their blood onto his naked body and lay down on the filthy mud. 
 
    A dozen goblins came out of the hole. They wielded dull obsidian knives and clubs. Unused to the sun they blinked and stumbled around in the daylight. While their eyes were unaccustomed to the sight of the sun, their noses were as sharp as a dog's. 
 
    Thinking their sentries still alive and had killed this new prey, they drew closer to the Variant and Ronk had to slap his forehead at their stupidity, he groaned at their chuckling which was like a bird hacking up a mouse. They were unaware of the trap before them. 
 
    Confident, the goblins with the knives approached the Variant; their desire to skin and take his meat caused their guard to lower. They were so preoccupied with the new spoils that they didn't notice that the two sentries were dripping their brains on the grass. 
 
    As fast as a heartbeat, the Variant’s natural weaponry was unsheathed and a bone spike entered one goblin’s skull. What happened next was like seeing art. With his free hand the Variant took the goblin's knife and threw it at the green midget that was in the back. The goblin fell backwards, closing the dungeon’s entrance with his body. 
 
    After five seconds of watching the goblins getting killed by a true monster, Ronk had seen enough. He knew what he wanted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    It sucked having sensitive skin. For Cassidy it was a constant battle to get comfortable. The springs in Kim's bed poked her delicate flesh, the blankets were a hazard. One moment she felt suffocated, then itchy, and then hot. 
 
    Cassidy was sure that the only way that she was going to get any sleep was if she chloroformed herself, something that she was seriously contemplating. 
 
    The sound of obnoxious music being played caused the tired Cassidy's eyes to crack open. By reflex, her arm reached over to her night stand and slapped the polished wood in search of her phone. Burying her head in her pillow her hand clumsily searched for the pesky item. 
 
    Finding it she looked at the message. It was that damn dungeon app that David had put on her phone. 
 
    Quest completed. Mingling with Power. 
 
    You have successfully communicated with five higher beings from other realities and did not lose your mind in the process. You have flirted with demons, chatted with Gods, and stood in the presence of the Greater. 
 
    Reward. 600 upgrade points, Commune, Sacrifice, Tribute. 
 
    Secret quest complete. Concubine to the Beyond. 
 
    You have had sexual relations with an abstract entity. You are now marked for all of time. Few mortal beings have had relationships with the truly powerful and lived to tell the tale. Your life and your soul have been mutated by the experience. 
 
    Reward. 500 upgrade points. The Mark of the House of Heroes. Blessings of the House of Heroes. 
 
    A sharp pain shot through Cassidy’s heart. Her body shivered as what felt like a deep tearing sensation covered her body. Goosebumps crawled down her scalp and did not go away. Her immediate concern however, was that her chest felt constrained. It was as if a huge dog was sitting on her chest. 
 
    Her fingers grabbed her bra which felt like it was slowly squeezing her to death. She tore the cloth away without trying to. “What the hell?” she said holding up the remains of her underwear. “Ahh.” The pain had navigated to her nether region, it felt as if she was wearing a child's panties and she heard and felt the fabric rip. 
 
    With a violent yank she pulled off the constricting cloth and found herself now able to breathe. She got out of bed and ran to the bathroom. 
 
    What she saw in the mirror stunned her. Her skin reminded her of that big Persian bastard out of that Spartan movie. Her hair looked amazing, it flowed like a huge wave and it reached all the way down to her apple shaped arse. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she called out and grabbed the two cantaloupes that were now attached to her chest. Her tits had gotten two cup sizes bigger. She had also gotten a new tattoo made of some futuristic ink that shimmered in the light. It displayed the image of a sword buried in a human skull. 
 
    Her phone rang in the other room but Cassidy ignored it, she was about five seconds from freaking out. Her eyes and trembling hands drifted down to her stomach. Her abs were nearly as perfect as Daisy's. She touched her new hair. “Ow,” she said as she pulled several strands, it was attached alright. 
 
    That shouldn't be right. Ever since she was fourteen her hair had been a chocolate brown, and it had never looked this good. Now she was a blonde. She looked down, “Holy shit,” Yep, she was now a blonde. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she repeated at her reflection as if it held all the answers. 
 
    The bathroom door opened, “Who the fuck are you?” Daisy said, rubbing the crusty sleep from her eyes. 
 
    Cassidy turned her head to her roommate and her mouth fell open, “Daisy?” 
 
    Daisy, or the thing that sort of looked like Daisy had emerald green skin that rippled with muscles. Her light brown hair was now a tar-like black and her canines were big enough that they protruded from her mouth. Her face was still feminine but it was more... savage and intense. Not ugly but one look at her and you definitely didn't want to get on her bad side. 
 
    Daisy saw herself in the mirror and froze, “Jesus Christ, I look like She-Hulk the barbarian.” 
 
    “What happened to us?” Cassidy cried, not understanding anything anymore. 
 
    Daisy's eyes went wide, “David.” This time it was Daisy's ring tone that played and the green woman ran back to her room. Cassidy thought that she saw something waving but it was nothing. 
 
    Cassidy, crawled into the empty bathtub and entered a fetal position. 
 
    A roaring “What!?” come from down the hall. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dust flew up in the air as the rented car pulled up to the construction site. Kim nearly ripped the car door off as she got outside. She made sure that her bright yellow raincoat covered her body. It was damn hot but she dared not take it off. 
 
    Just a few hours ago, Kim and her friends had been given the option of going to several of David's auctions. The Dungeon Core had used them like waitresses and Kim had been left as the entertainment. At first it had been pretty cool, Kim had sung in front of her first live audience and played several melodies treating it as if it was one big karaoke. 
 
    And it had been fun; Kim had actually talked to a horse, was hit on by this hamster monster, and chatted with this talking bunny who was wearing a bow tie. 
 
    As the night progressed Daisy and Cassidy's jobs had turned from making small talk to playing David's stupid card game, the lazy bastard didn't even have time to fight his own battles, his attention on his auction. It wasn't until Kim and her friends had woken up that things had gotten truly weird. 
 
    As she walked to the building she noticed that an old van was sitting within the factory parking lot. She wondered who it belonged to but wasn't that interested in it. Right now she needed to kill someone. 
 
    A deep growl made her stop and hesitate. She turned her head ever so slightly and she nearly pissed herself, “Shit.” 
 
    The biggest, meanest fucking dog that Kim had ever seen crept out of the shadows. The beast let out a soft growl as it stalked its way towards her, its yellow eyes hungry and its lips curled back, revealing ivory teeth. It took a second for Kim's terrified brain to realize that the thing was a god damn wolf. 
 
    “Nice doggy,” Kim said stepping back. 
 
    She glanced back over her head to her rental and saw that the most beautiful cat that she had ever seen was sitting on her hood staring at her with calculating eyes. The cat had golden and silver fur which glinted in the starlight. It let out an exaggerated yawn and stretched. Its claws had shredded the shit out of her bonnet. 
 
    There was the sound of what Kim thought was a pogo stick and something pierced the ground next to her. Already on high alert, she looked over to where the noise originated from to see a sight that caused her brain to freeze up. 
 
    What appeared to be a hundred mice were standing on the van's roof. The vermin had what appeared to be green and black face paint on and they seemed to be handling a series of nails which they swung around like swords. Five of them had what looked like a nail gun aimed at Kim's head. 
 
    “Ahhh.” Kim screamed and stepped forward. She had been so overwhelmed by the bizarre sight of the mice that she had been unprepared for the wolf to flank her side and nip at her ankle. How the big bastard was able to close the distance without alerting Kim was frightening in itself. Thankfully it hadn't drawn blood. 
 
    She pictured herself ending up as a big pile of dog shit, but the wild animal just used its head to push her towards the building. She didn't think it was wise to argue. 
 
    The smell inside of the factory, if anything was worse than it had been yesterday. Something with wings dive bombed Kim and she screamed and waved her arms to ward it off. She looked at her latest attacker and her mouth fell open. 
 
    It was a mouse on the back of a budgie. The fucking mouse was flying a bird like it was a tiny horse; in its hands was a piece of wire which it used to clumsy steer its mount. She suddenly got flashes of Avatar. 
 
    The flying rodent gave a definite squeak before flying off. Kim looked up and saw a seeming cloud of colourful parrots, hawks, and to her astonishment there was a small winged dinosaur gliding above her head, all of them being flown by a mouse. 
 
    The wolf, growing impatient nipped at Kim's heels again causing the woman to jump forward. 
 
    Exactly where she had left him, David was placing his hands on the corpse of a man. The man had been savaged, his legs showed signs of being eaten and his mouth, or what was left of it, hung open in horror. Kim stifled a scream; she had never seen a real body before. She, of course, had seen them on television but that was just fiction, actors with make-up on. But nothing could prepare her for what was to come. 
 
    David scooped up a tiny Chihuahua, a nasty rat thing with a collar. Kim had never understood the fascination people had for the things. The rats were just embarrassing to have and you couldn't even call them a dog. 
 
    The little yapping monster protested before it suddenly let out a cry. Within seconds its tiny body swelled out and then exploded in a fountain of gore. 
 
    Kim couldn't hold it in, she leaned forward and vomited. “Oh God. You sick fuck.” When she was able to breath without throwing up again, Kim looked up and really wished that she hadn't. 
 
    David was holding a squirming worm of a thing. As the disgusting thing in his hands grew, it began to take a familiar shape as a head sprouted from its deformed body. Seconds passed and arms and legs materialized on its body. After five minutes passed the tiny and naked creature that he held let out a miniscule whine and Kim understood what it was that David was creating, she just didn't know how he was doing it. 
 
    The Dungeon Core’s face was twisted in concentration that was when Kim noticed that the corpse was shrinking. The poor man's body was withering, his skin becoming like shrink wrap and his stomach eating itself. 
 
    The human body disintegrated, turning to nothing but skin, bone, and his shoes. Still, David stole from it, taking the calcium and the man's clothes as fuel for his creation. A few more seconds and the Dungeon Core was holding a six week old wolf cub and a few handfuls of dust. 
 
    Done giving both God, Darwin, and the RSPCA the finger, David opened his eyes to see Kim dressed in a bright yellow raincoat. He looked at his phone, “It's only four, what the hell are you doing back here? And why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    “You... I...” Kim stopped herself before she had an aneurysm. She pointed at the pile of dust that once been a human body. “You killed that man.” The wolf at Kim's side growled and she remembered her audience might not appreciate her raising her voice. 
 
    David looked like he had just been caught looking at his dad's porn collection. “One of the dungeons that I traded with had a dead body hanging around. I traded it for a piece of rebar.” 
 
    Kim could tell that he was lying but she was not in any position to call the dungeon on his fib. Her face shielded by her raincoat, she could only glare at her boss in frustration, praying that she was not his next victim. 
 
    The Dungeon Core glanced around, “Where's Judith?” he asked. 
 
    Kim bit her lip and attempted a forced smile, “She's back at the hotel,” She had been so freaked out that she didn't notice or remember the girl. The truth was that she was still confused and disoriented, the small army of mice, dead bodies, and wolves were incredibly distracting. 
 
    “You left Judith alone?” David said slowly. 
 
    “She's only three or four. Right now, you can tell me what happened to me and the others.” Kim pulled off her raincoat exposing her own transformation. 
 
    While Cassidy had gotten a Baywatch theme going on and Daisy could have gotten the starring role in a fantasy comic book series, Kim's transformation had been less subtle. She didn't have horns, or a tail, or fangs. Her hair was still pink, her skin white, and everything looked where it should be. There was just one major difference between the Kim that left the building yesterday and the Kim that was standing there today. 
 
    Kim had turned into a cartoon. 
 
    Even the animals in the room turned to the living illustration in shock. One mouse was so focused on Kim that he sent his flying mount into the side of a wall, leaving a rather disgusting mark on the bricks. 
 
    David's mouth began opening and closing like a goldfish who just found out that its wife had been cheating on him. “How?” he said trying to understand what was happening. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Additions had been made to the casino since David had performed his first auction. Now the place was filled with all manner of games and machines. It had also changed from one huge empty chamber to having a number of rooms, including a toilet, a kitchen, an office, and a single hotel room. 
 
    This, like the casino itself was purely for show. Many of David's dungeon clientele had never experienced anything as simple as a bowel movement and liked to experience it at least once. The dumb shits were even willing to pay for the indulgence. 
 
    The three women who entered his mental hideaway were not impressed by the décor or the games. Cassidy, dressed in Daisy's largest clothes took one look at Kim and stood there in stunned awe. “Holy Christ!” she said as she admired the cartoon woman. 
 
    Kim gestured to Cassidy, her face twisted in a child's pout, “What the hell are you complaining about? You look like you crawled off out of Red Sonya.” The cartoon squinted, “Did you dye your hair blonde?” 
 
    “Who's Red Sonya?” Cassidy asked, wanting to not talk about her hair. 
 
    Out of all of them Cassidy had been the normal one. Even back in school, she was the popular one, the one that mostly everyone loved. Now all of her better features seemed to have been cranked up a notch. The pre-law student had a body that hadn't been invented until the last decade. 
 
    Cassidy had gone from pretty in pink to sexy gold. Kim and David could literally see her starring in her own Xena series. 
 
    “Woah,” Daisy breathed as she looked at Kim's animated body. 
 
    Daisy had been the sport's girl, the athlete. Her puberty had a lot of angst, anger, and sexual frustration in it and sports was a good vent. Now she had green skin, and abs that could break walnuts, not to mention that her breasts were large enough that a child could swing off them. 
 
    The cartoon stared at the green skinned giantess, “Why do you look like She-Hulk?” 
 
    “That's what I said.” Daisy said. “And why do you look like an 80's cartoon?” She moved over and gave Kim's skin a poke, it felt like real skin. “This is so weird.” 
 
    A familiar figure appeared at the glass table, “So what is going, woah.” David hesitated as the Dungeon Core looked to his three employees. Getting used to the weird and bizarre he gathered his wits quickly and began to tap on the table. 
 
    Cassidy stormed towards the Dungeon Core. “You.” her voice dripped with accusation, “What did you do to me? To all of us?” 
 
    Preferring to concentrate on his tablet, David ignored the golden woman. He needed answers more than explaining himself to people who would not understand him anyway; it was a basic skill that all trouble shooters picked up. Ignore the client's attitude while trying to fix their crap. 
 
    After a second he found something. 
 
    Name:  Kimberly Ranson. 
 
    Species: Human, Cartoon. 
 
    Faction: Dark Exchange. 
 
    Profession:  Scribe. Musician. 
 
    Job: Assistant. 
 
    Bonus: Blessing of the Night Club. 
 
    The Night Club? The name hit a bell. David brought up the information that he had on the dungeon. 
 
    The Night Club was one of the few dungeons that didn't kill people for a shot of power. One of the few non-murdering dungeons it instead turned itself into an old fashioned speakeasy. Based in a world that is filled with cartoons it ate off the residual energy of those who visited it. 
 
    Seeing the dungeon he brought up its blessings. 
 
    Blessing of the Night Club. Magic pockets. Wardrobe change. Species change Cartoon. 
 
    Well that explained a lot. He turned his attention to the other women. 
 
    Name. Daisy Brown. 
 
    Faction: Dark Exchange. 
 
    Species: Human. 
 
    Job. Assistant. 
 
    Profession. Tutor. Speciality: Sports trainer. Speciality: Muscle trainer. Flora Barbarian. 
 
    Bonus: Blessings of the Beauty in the Compost. 
 
    Quickly, David looked up on what the blessing did. 
 
    Blessings of the Beauty in the Compost. Profession change, Flora Barbarian. Minor regeneration in direct sunlight. +5 natural strength,  +2 natural armour. 
 
    Flora Barbarians are plant-like savages that are much more violent than their Pestle counterparts. These plants use flowers and scents to lure prey into an ambush and then use their superior strength and their thorn covered appendages to rip their meal apart. 
 
    It looked as if Daisy's colour change and her new body were a result of her new profession. David didn't know that professions could perform physical changes; it looked as if he would have to experiment further. 
 
    Name: Cassidy Hepburn Sasca. 
 
    Race: Human, monster. 
 
    Faction: House of Heroes. 
 
    Profession: Student. 
 
    Job: Assistant, Dungeon boss, Summoned monster. 
 
    Profession: Student, Dungeon priestess, Assassin, Warrior, Wizard. 
 
    Bonus: Contract with the House of Heroes. 
 
    Contract with the House of Heroes. +10 to all stats. Race changed, monster. Job changed to Summoned monster, Job changed Dungeon boss. Profession changed to Dungeon priestess. Profession changed to Assassin. Profession change to Warrior. Profession change to Wizard. 
 
    There was a reason that it had taken so long to find Cassidy. It was because she was no longer his employee. The bitch had changed factions. 
 
    He frowned and glared at Cassidy, “You dumb bitch,” 
 
    Cassidy didn't take insults well and neither did Daisy. The green-skinned woman wrapped her fingers around David's shirt and stopped as her attempt to lift him off his feet and wave him around like a flag failed. 
 
    Daisy growled as she readied herself to deck the man. “You want to say that again?” 
 
    A simple shove from David that was little more than a passing tap resulted in Daisy flying several feet backward, her but landing on the carpet. She stood, unhurt but weary. “Did you just…” she was interrupted as David pushed a button on the table. 
 
    A holographic image floated above the table, in it a red skinned Cassidy had her hands on a toilet seat, behind her a large man with muscles like a young Arnold Schwarzenegger and dressed in a simple harness was pounding her from behind. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Oh, God it's been a while,” Cassidy moaned. 
 
    If Daisy and Kim had been shocked by their transformation, finding out that their friend was a moaner took them right off their game. The pair stared at the 3D sex tape and then at their golden friend who appeared to be having a stroke. 
 
    The man with the blonde locks and the absurd muscles bent over to whisper into Cassidy’s ear, “Do you accept my gift?” his accent was a combination of Spanish and French; somehow he made it just work. 
 
    The doll-sized Cassidy let out a growling, “Yes.” 
 
    David pushed another button and the screen changed to an exhausted Kim who had just been playing her fourth gig. She sat by the bar and gulped down the remains of a bottle of bourbon. The drink, of course, was only a memory but that just meant that she could drink more. 
 
    A cartoon dog took the seat next to Kim’s; he was dressed like a noir detective. The cartoon looked oddly familiar none of the women could place from where. “You sing pretty good, kid. How about you sign up with me?” 
 
    “Already got a gig,” Kim said too tired to care that she was talking to a cartoon dog. Unconsciously, she gave the bloodhound a scratch behind the ear.  
 
    The cartoon dog's eyes went wide and suddenly it looked like he was on pot. He made a goofy stoned smile as his eyes went in the back of his head. When she stopped the dog seemed to come out of a trance. “Cripes, babe. You got some magic fingers right there.” He pulled out a business card from his coat and gave it to Kim, “If you ever get bored with this dump, give me a call.” 
 
    “I'll think about it.” Kim rummaged in her own coat pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes, seeing the dog, she offered him one. 
 
    The dog looked at the offering and the four observers could see that he was holding back a smile, “You sure?” he asked as if she was about to park in a handicapped zone. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Gift accepted.” The dog took the cancer stick and searched for a light. He looked up to see Kim holding a lighter to his face. “Gift accepted.” He repeated, his eyes suddenly turned sharp and full of mischief. “Hey, how about I get you a proper drink?” 
 
    David went to push the button again but a wide eyed Daisy held up her hand, “Woah, woah. Ah ah. It's cool man. We get the picture.” 
 
    “What picture?” Cassidy shouted still embarrassed, “It's just a dream. I had a sex dream. It happens.” 
 
    “It wasn't a dream. Does this look like a dream to you?” Kim gestured to his casino. “This is a dungeon, Cassidy. Remember what I told you about them?” Seeing that her friends were still not getting it, Kim gave up explaining. It was frustrating trying to teach a sub-genre of fantasy to two people who thought Frodo was a type of coffee. 
 
    “Just pretend everything here is real. You Cassidy really fucked He-Man in a bathroom stall.” Kim looked to David, “Can you turn us back to normal?” 
 
    David thought for a moment. “Daisy's is easy. All she got was a profession change. One of the upgrades in her muscle training is Body Sculpt. It should allow her to change her body to however she wants while keeping her strength. Or she could use the points to purchase the Model profession where she can change her skin tone.” He looked to Daisy, “What do you want to do, Daisy?” 
 
    The woman in question raised her hands, “I have no idea what the fuck you guys are talking about.” 
 
    Kim groaned. She was going to have to really explain some things to these dumbasses. “What about me David?” 
 
    “Yours is harder, Kim. You changed your species. You are literally classed as a cartoon. Physics change around you. On the bright side you get magic pockets and wardrobe change skill.” 
 
    Kim raised her hands in the air and gave a big whoop. “Fuck yeah!” 
 
    “The what skills?” Daisy asked not knowing nerd lingo. 
 
    “You know those cartoons where the characters turn into a tornado and they instantly change clothes?” David gestured to Kim, “She can do that now. Try it Kim. Close your eyes, think of a costume and spin around.” 
 
    Kim did as he said. She closed her eyes and spun around. To Daisy and Cassidy it was like seeing a small Kim-sized tornado. A second later and Kim stood there wearing an amazing sparkling red dress, red pumps, and to everyone's astonishment her hair was now long enough that it covered half her face. 
 
    “Jessica Rabbit?” David said deeply impressed. He got down on one knee, “Marry me.” 
 
    Kim held up her arms, “Wait wait wait. I have always wanted to do this.” Moving faster than anyone with high heels should be capable of running; Kim reached the stage and began playing with the guitar up there. 
 
    Cassidy couldn't believe the idiot on stage was enjoying what had happened to her. She spun on David, “So, all I have to do is get this model thing and I should be fine, right?” 
 
    “No, Cassidy.” David said nastily. “In case you weren't paying attention when your parents taught you this, there is a bit of a difference between giving a complete stranger a smoke and fucking them in a bathroom stall. While your friends got the minor blessings you went in balls first. You signed a verbal agreement with a magical school.” 
 
    “I did what?” Cassidy said, “You mean I fucked Harry Potter in the bathroom stall?”  
 
    “Hey,” Daisy protested. “No fair. You knew I had a crush on Daniel Radcliffe.” 
 
    David was starting to get a headache dealing with these two, “You signed a contract with the school itself. A school that trains and eats its students.” He let out a sigh, “Cassidy, you basically sold your soul to a haunted house as a protector.” 
 
    Not wanting to explain things to a fantasy illiterate, David looked to Kim with pleading eyes, “Kim, you know those 'guys go to another world stories'? That's what's going to happen.” 
 
    Kim looked alarmed as did the other women, “Can't you do something?” Kim asked. 
 
    “I'll try to talk with this guy. But Cassidy needs to be prepared to go missing. It could be hours or days until he summons her.” 
 
    Unable to take being treated like she was a child, Cassidy screamed, “What the fuck is happening? What's going to happen to me?” Tears were welling up in her eyes. After the fire she didn't think that she could be scared anymore but there it was. Cassidy was afraid. 
 
    The table made a noise like a phone message. David tapped at the screen and looked at the prompt. 
 
    Your minion, Judith has killed ten beings from the shadows and has crippled or incapacitated twenty beings without being seen. She has earned the profession, rogue. 
 
    Rogues work in the shadows, both literally and in society. They are the dagger in your back, the tempting whisper, the cunning politician, the dashing scoundrel, and the pox covered pirate. 
 
    Remember the first rule in battle. Keep your eyes on the rogue. 
 
    “Ah crap.” David groaned. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    After the pink woman left, Judith got out of bed and dressed herself. She had slept enough on the plane and in the car. In fact she had slept a lot since she had left the other city. Judith didn't like sleeping. Sleeping was boring. 
 
    The Variant picked up the shirt that her daddy had bought her. It had the picture of a colourful pony on it. It looked... Judith didn't have the words for it. Actually, she didn't have much of a vocabulary at all. But she did like the picture. 
 
    The pink one in particular liked to use words a lot. It annoyed Judith. It seemed like such a wasteful thing. Most of the time the people here just went on and on without actually saying anything at all. 
 
    Not knowing why clothes were so important and knowing that her master didn't like it when she went without them, Judith put on the shirt and then held two items of clothing. One was a pink skirt and the other was a pair of pants. The girl held both articles of clothing up as if she were a set of scales. 
 
    She decided to go with the skirt. While the pants offered more protection and would hide her legs better, the skirt offered a degree of movement. Plus the skirt was pink, Judith liked pink. 
 
    Her shoes on, Judith opened the door to the outside world and walked into the night. 
 
    While her master had given her over to the pink one to look after, he had underestimated Judith's usefulness in his cause. Her master was playing with useless and stinky animals. The idea that a mouse could ever be the equal to a Variant was insulting and she had been tempted to stab her master for being so silly. 
 
    Judith admired her hands and using the barest hint of concentration pushed her bone spikes free of their skin sheaths. These were her tools, what separated her from the rest of these people. She jabbed at the air and retracted her vicious arsenal. 
 
    Judith looked in the direction of the building that the pink-haired one had taken her from. The connection felt both strong and fragile at the same time. It was a feeling, an instinctual throb that told Judith the general vicinity of master. He wasn't close. 
 
    The Dungeon Core had wisely wished to keep his activities as far away from this place and snooping people. He needed privacy and to lower the chance of discovery. This, Judith had to admit was a good idea worth following. 
 
    She moved to the car park and looked over her selection of transport. The cars ranged from a selection of boring Fords and a Toyota. Not that Judith was a car expert. Her idea of a good car was that it was big and looked intimidating. Incidentally, this is the same mind-set that most car owners have. 
 
    Going to the biggest car she could find the Variant tried the handle. It was locked and she put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes on the hunk of defiant scrap. Annoyed, she placed her bone spike on the lock and squirted a few drops of acid into the lock. 
 
    There was a violent hiss as the fluid ate through the metal. Happy that the mechanism was adequately taken care of, Judith opened the door. That was when the car alarm sounded. 
 
    Judith realised her mistake too late, the car was trapped. She looked back and forth not knowing what to do. Frightened that her master would be told of her vandalism, the Variant ran into the night. 
 
    When she could barely hear the car alarm she stopped and seeing the lights of the city she began to walk. Unlike the day time the air at night was comfortable and there was a cool breeze. She walked on admiring the street lamps and buildings. 
 
    Eventually she found her way to a MacDonald’s and watched from the safety of the sidewalk as a group of teenage boys came out conversing with one another. One of them wore a school uniform while his friends were in casual. 
 
    Judith followed them as they walked through the shadows and into the restaurant car park. 
 
    The boys met up with some girls their own age and Judith knew that she had been right to follow them. There were three females waiting for the males, each were young and capable of giving birth to strong children. They were also pretty enough, which didn't hurt. 
 
    “I'll take that,” One girl with red hair said as she pinched her hamburger from the bag. 
 
    “Soooo,” one of the boys trailed off. He had a face full of pock marks and pimple scars. “What are we doing?” 
 
    “What, just hanging with us not enough?” a girl with black hair asked teasingly. 
 
    The boy in the uniform wrapped his arm around his friend’s neck in a hug, “What my man here is trying to say is Bomb Train is playing at the cinema. You girls fancy us paying?” 
 
    “And for you to grab our tits while something goes “Boom!”? I think we'll pass, thank you.” the red head said, not amused by the boy's choice in movies. She earned an elbow jab from her friend. 
 
    “My aunt's place is empty. Her boyfriend always keeps a few beers in the fridge.” the third girl said, and then added a bit too quickly, “They have a pool.” 
 
    The boys smiled nervously and the girl's friends looked at her, willing to follow but also ready to toss in a sceptical reply. 
 
    From listening to the communication between the two groups, Judith managed to catch several things. These humans were going to a residence where the owner would not be there, they would be alone, and they would probably be distracted by the pool. The opportunity was too good to pass up. Her master would be happy. 
 
    As they continued to talk, Judith moved to the back of the teenager's car and hoping that the alarm would not sound, lathered the boot lock with her acid. Just as before the boot opened effortlessly, but this time there was no alarm. 
 
    Judith slipped inside. 
 
    After ten minutes the engine stopped and the Variant waited for the humans to get a good distance before vacating the vehicle. It wasn't a difficult exercise. The stupid teenagers made more noise than the car alarm had. 
 
    Judith slipped out and examined her surroundings. She was in a forest of houses and units. Everywhere there was stone, wood, and glass. Nine out of ten of the lawns were trimmed and there were the occasional dog bark from neighbouring houses. 
 
    The tug on the invisible connection told her that her master was even further away, which meant that if she did manage to succeed in her plan, then it would be difficult to bring her prey to him. 
 
    The teenagers had jumped the fence to the back of the house and Judith could hear them talking. As quiet as the grass she stepped on, Judith stalked her way through the shadows, moving with a speed and grace that few humans could duplicate. 
 
    From the fence she watched as the awkward teenagers were once again separated into groups. The once cocky boys were huddling together, discussing ways to converse with their female interests. The three females on the other hand were growing bored and were eager to be courted. 
 
    Judith watched with interest. Was this some kind of game? The boys were discussing strategy as if talking to the girls were some great battle. Meanwhile, the Variant could smell the nervousness on the females and saw the boredom in their eyes. Something was going to happen soon and they were emotionally preparing themselves. 
 
    Then, one of the girls separated from the group, “I'll just get those beers.” 
 
    The boy in the uniform followed her inside, “I'll help,” he declared as if getting a few bottles were a two man job. 
 
    Judith saw her moment. She moved to the window and used her acid on the lock just as she had done on the cars. It took some leverage but she managed to get inside. She found herself in a bedroom though everything was a bit too fluffy for her taste. 
 
    Somewhere in the house the back door closed and Judith scrambled to get under the bed. In the dark she waited there for a second and listened. 
 
    “God, Chris can be such a bitch sometimes.” The girl said. 
 
    “Yeah, but she's nice to look at,” the boy said. There was the sound of a fridge opening. 
 
    When it appeared that she had not been discovered, Judith began to crawl free of the bed. She got upright and took a careful step forward. The floorboard under the carpet creaked and the Variant grimaced. It didn't matter anyway, the humans were busy fraternising. 
 
    Her eyes adjusting to the ambient light, Judith navigated her way to the kitchen and saw the boy walk away with the beer while his female partner was on a step ladder, looking through her aunt's cupboards for something stronger. 
 
    Judith watched the young woman, her eyes scanning the creature for weaknesses. While the kitchen was heavily illuminated the female was alone and wasn't watching her surroundings. How to do this? 
 
    The female heard the noise of small sneakers tapping on the kitchen floor but didn't turn to investigate, “Hey, Brent. You're taller than me, can you get this...” her sentence was interrupted as a thin piece of bone was inserted into her spine. 
 
    The girl opened her mouth to scream out in pain but the sudden shock caused her to simply fall back and crash onto the kitchen floor. A sound that only the deaf would miss. 
 
    “What was that?” one of the teenagers called from outside. 
 
    Judith quickly looked around for escape. She saw the pantry door and rushed inside. For once, her size came in handy, while an adult would find it difficult to wedge themselves within the shelves; a three-year-old girl had no problems. 
 
    From the crack the Variant watched as both the males and females came together to investigate the disturbance. 
 
    “Oh my God,” The redhead breathed and fell down to check her friend who lay on her back and stared up at the ceiling in agony. 
 
    “What happened?” One of the boys called out in worry. 
 
    The whole group before her with their backs turned, Judith exited the pantry. Her movements were unrefined but were fuelled by a basic and primal knowledge. Her twin bone stilettos pierced the nearest two standing teenagers just above the tailbone as easily as a needle punctured a vein. Her goal was not to kill but to disable; the acid she injected into their spinal cords was just to make sure that they would not be getting back up. 
 
    As the bodies crumbled to the ground like falling dolls, Judith chose her next victim. She wanted to disable the next largest threat; in this case it was a boy with pock marks covering his face. This time Judith didn't need to hold back, her master needed material for his work. 
 
    She sent both of her bone spikes into the back of his calves. The boy screamed and fell backward. He landed at nearly the same time as the pair behind him. He had enough time to grab his burning legs before Judith sent her right hand into his neck, her bone needle digging through the flesh under his jaw and touching his brain, a single drop of acid was all it took to remove him from the fight. 
 
    In a matter of seconds the three-year-old had managed to permanently disable three beings nearly four times her size and much stronger than herself. Four giants who should have been more than qualified to outwit and out match her in every way, and yet, this toddler stood above them. 
 
    Her actions had not gone unnoticed, however. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the boy in the uniform said as he turned to stare wide-eyed at the small girl standing in a pile of his friends. The bizarre sight caused him to lower his guard, something that he really should not have done. 
 
    Judith capitalised on her prey's indecision. She used one of the prone bodies as a springboard to jump up onto the sink. With the higher ground on her side she lunged at the boy and drove one of her bone spikes into his open mouth, piercing all the way into his brain stem. 
 
    Again her actions earned her the focus of her prey. Her eyes noticed that the last remaining survivor, the redhead, was drawing in breath, most likely to scream bloody murder. 
 
    She was going to scream and cause everyone within earshot to investigate the disturbance. The Variant envisioned her creator becoming very unhappy with her. Unfortunately, Judith couldn't do much about the impending alarm as the girl was too far away. 
 
    As her latest victim slumped against the counter, his mouth gushing out a stream of blood, Judith caught sight of something truly beautiful. It was long and made of steel, its handle was plastic but the colour of obsidian. She grabbed it, taking note of how good and natural it felt in her hands. 
 
    She remembered this video that her master was watching about this man who threw similar things at a bullseye, it had been entertaining to watch and it gave her an idea. 
 
    Having mixed emotions about discarding her new toy so easily, Judith threw the knife at the girl who was getting ready to let out a scream that would most definitely wake neighbours. 
 
    The knife hit the girl in the throat, handle first. Apparently, throwing a knife took a bit more skill than Judith realised. The toss had been effective, however, the redhead began to cough and hold her throat. 
 
    Her scream disabled for the moment, the redhead attempted to wave Judith away. She grasped her throat and her green eyes saw the knife on the ground. Judith could see her prey thinking of fighting back. 
 
    Judith rolled the thought over in her head. So far she had taken care of five of the teenagers and she was tempted to know how this human female could fair in a real fight with her. The Variant dismissed the idea quickly however, her master needed to gather his forces quickly against the usurper. If she lost the fight or the witness managed to escape his plans could be jeopardized. 
 
    Fight or flight kicked in. The redhead attempted to flee from the scene, preferring to try her chances at running. A good strategy, her legs were longer and she could maybe make it to the exit before the tiny psycho ended her. 
 
    Judith pursed her prey. She performed a roll grabbing the knife without losing momentum, her little legs pumping fiercely.   
 
    “Help!” redhead choked before banging her leg on the coffee table. “Fuck.” 
 
    While her next victim attempted to blindly navigate around the obstacles, Judith jumped up onto the couch and threw herself at the teenage girl, who was just about to make another mad dash for the front door. The knife found her back. 
 
    The ginger girl wanted to scream as her world was filled with sharp pain. Judith wanted to scream as well. While her bone spikes had been doing the job perfectly the knife was a much harder weapon to tame. The Variant needed to repeatedly stab the redhead four more times before she got the message to fall down. 
 
    “Help,” The redhead moaned as her legs gave out on her. 
 
    Judith, not wanting to take any chances used her trusty bone spike, inserting it into the young woman. Her prey had put up a decent fight but even she was no match for Judith's skill. 
 
    Done with her murder spree, the Variant viewed the carnage that she caused. Three were dead, one female and two males. The others were paralysed and bleeding out. They were all doomed. The dungeon born monster had moved too fast and had no knowledge on how to safely disable her targets. Judith's strikes were far too deadly. 
 
    She had just learned that it takes more effort to incapacitate somebody than it was to capture them. 
 
    Now that Judith thought about it, there was no way that she could keep these humans alive long enough to give birth to Variants and she was not strong enough to move their bodies to the car. Well, this was disappointing. The Variant made a disgusted face and she thought of just cutting and running. Then she heard a woman shout from next door. 
 
    She froze in place and a smile spread itself across her normally blank face. Her master would be so happy. 
 
    The small girl sheathed her spikes, this time she would try to take these people alive. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    The house looked unassuming. It looked like just a house, walls, tiled roof, a nature strip, but David knew that some bad shit had gone on inside the place. 
 
    It was currently four in the morning. It was still dark outside but soon people would be getting up and going to work. There would also be joggers doing their morning runs. If just one person remembered there being a van outside a murder house, that would probably be the end of the Dungeon Core. 
 
    He sat there in a reasonable duplicate of the dead guy's clothes. The stupid son of a bitch had come to the building for some reason and his golden cat had totally fucked him up. It turns out that his animals were born hungry and while they couldn't eat him or each other without permission, nothing stopped them from chomping on anyone unlucky enough to get in their way. 
 
    It wasn't until his first wolf came in with a human leg in his mouth David had found out what happened. 
 
    David was exhausted. His mitosis and artificial aging abilities took a lot out of the Dungeon Core. Fortunately, he could push the tiredness away by consuming large amounts of food but it was in no way a perfect system. The constant manufacture of pet monsters was also mentally demanding. He had a headache that reminded him of some of the worst days doing troubleshooting. 
 
    He was tempted to just lay there in the van and sleep for a day, but Judith's murder spree had ruined that idea. 
 
    David looked in the rear view mirror. He had lost a lot of weight and looked much healthier. It was all cosmetic, his body didn't actually have fat cells anymore, and in fact he was completely sure that he wasn't human anymore. His physical body was just a shell for his consciousness; the other cores had explained it to him. But he also had human traits. 
 
    Normal cores didn't eat food but digested the ambient energy in the ground and air. As they grew older this energy just wasn't enough for them and they began to feed off the local wildlife. While they didn't have to kill, when something died in their domain they got a large burst of energy. It was debatable what this energy was but the other dungeons got a far off look in their eyes when they recalled the feeling. 
 
    Nearly 80% of dungeons got addicted to this sensation and that was how the whole ugly cycle started. David had also learned how loot played in the game. Loot was very serious discussion when it came to dungeons. 
 
    The trick was to never offer items that are too powerful. After all, handing out magic swords when you only had a bunch of squirrels in your dungeon was just stupid. As far as David could put it, loot was like setting cheese in an elaborate mouse trap. 
 
    David shook his head. There were just so many facts that were floating around in his head; he needed to focus on his current situation. 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the mirror David went to his Forge game and selected his Modify option. He selected the supply of Variant acid that he had milked from Judith and combined it with his face. 
 
    When he opened his eyes his face looked nearly unrecognisable. There was no pain, the effect had been purely cosmetic, and also it was reversible. Now, not even David's own mother, let alone a jury, would recognise him. 
 
    A sharp knock came to the van's door causing David to jump. Gritting his lips together so as not to swear, the Dungeon Core looked out his window to see Judith smiling up at him like pizza guy expecting a big tip. 
 
    David physically shook from the amount of anger that was coursing through him. He opened the door, and after looking around for any snoops, hissed at the little girl, “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Judith, her smile still bright, pointed at the house which now had its front door open. 
 
    “What did you do?” David said to the girl and knew it was useless asking her. She was as mute as a stone. 
 
    He got out of the car and stole one of the dead guy's tool belts and bags, he wanted to least appear to be just a guy answering another call about a broken pipe or sink. When he stepped into the house, the smell of fresh blood and shit smack into him like a high kick to the face. His expression twisted from anger to mild annoyance when he saw the four bodies on the ground. 
 
    Three men and a forty something woman lay there in neat little rows. The men showed the obvious signs of being stabbed to death, one even having his throat slit. The woman had her hands and legs bound in duct tape; she stared at David with pleading eyes. 
 
    Several thoughts ran through David's head. Screaming at Judith, running as far away from the scene as possible, setting the house on fire, of killing the little shit. Finally, he chose just to look at his creation and groan, “Why?” 
 
    Judith pointed at the woman and then at herself as if it explained everything. 
 
    Quest alert. Variety is the essence of life I. 
 
    Create 5 Variants: 1/5 complete. 
 
    Rewards: Mutation. 100 renown with Judith. 
 
    Failure to accept: -100 renown with Judith. 
 
    After what happened to the swarm golem, Dungeon David had done some research and found that he could allow another dungeon the guest privileges to his patents. They couldn't modify the Variants in any way while he lived but they could spawn them like a normal mob. 
 
    So for now, Judith was still his best bodyguard and his worst headache. 
 
    David's head slumped and he felt sick. Renown were like happy points out of city simulations. The more points the more your creatures were happy with you, meaning they would work much more efficiently. The problem was when negative renown occurred. When that happened there was a high chance that your minions would betray, leave, or possibly attack you, and David wasn't about to let that happen. 
 
    He knelt down before the crying woman and David could see her mind working. Why was this happening, who are these people, why isn't he helping me? 
 
    David placed his hand on the woman and activated his drug synthesis power. The woman’s eyes bulged at the unnecessary physical contact and then slowly lost consciousness. 
 
    The Dungeon Core scowled at his creation, “Judith, this is wrong. You don't kill people,” he quickly added, “unless I tell you to. What happened if you got found out? What if they had a camera?” David knew that he should be expressing that she shouldn't kill people because it was not something that society saw as a positive thing, but he was just too bloody tired to care. 
 
    Judith shrugged which caused David to want to strangle her. He couldn't leave her alone anymore, it was a mistake to give her to Kim, Judith was simply too dangerous. Now, he had to make more of her kind. 
 
    David placed his hands on the woman's abdomen and concentrated. After experimenting on a few cats he had learned that he no longer needed to feed them his blood, he could simply transfer his essence through touch, though it required less energy it caused the chances of success to fall. 
 
    What do you want to create? Your current choices are human, variant, goblin. 
 
    David chose variant. He had only gotten the goblin schematic because the other dungeon had nothing else. True it had cost him the variant patent but the other dungeon had assured him that he would be getting the orc and ogre soon. Soon being a sketchy thing when dealing with a creature that lived for thousands of years.   
 
    Mitosis unsuccessful. 
 
    Mitosis unsuccessful. 
 
    Mitosis successful. 
 
    You have discovered a new negative mutation: Immune deficiency. 
 
    Mitosis level 10. There is a 18% chance of a miscarriage. There is a 45% of a negative mutation occurring. 
 
    For a second there, David had thought that the woman had a physical problem causing her to be sterile. He had learned through experimentation that the more times that he performed the mitosis skill the greater the chance of it becoming unsuccessful the next time. It was highly possible that he had been causing damage to the reproductive organs, but when that happened he just healed them with Forge. 
 
    Using the two techniques, the Dungeon Core, in theory could make hundreds of copies of the same creature. The problem was that the rapid ageing caused the host's body to become over-taxed. Maybe it was possible to make dozens of Variants out of a single human woman, but that would take time and energy that the Dungeon Core didn't have at the moment. 
 
    What startled him was when a new prompt that he had never seen before flashed across his vision. 
 
    There was a burst of confetti followed by: You have gone from being a novice in Mitosis to becoming an initiate. You now have a 5% chance to create an extra clone and there is a 1% chance to get a positive mutation. 
 
    Nice. David hadn't thought that his skills could evolve in such away. He was reminded of other LitRPGs that he had read before his transformation into a dungeon. Had his subconscious done this or were there actual game worlds out there in the multiverse and he was just leeching off them? Anything was possible, he supposed. 
 
    With the woman now pregnant it came to the next part of the procedure. David kept his hand on the woman's stomach and put another hand on someone who could have been her husband. The physical connection made her and then activated Forge game. 
 
    He transferred the material from the husband into the new Variant. The man's skin became taut as his insides were liquefied and transferred to the new creature. 
 
    You have cured Immune deficiency. 
 
    The woman’s stomach grew as David used his Artificial Ageing power on the fetus. Thirty minutes was all it took for nine months to go by, but it still wasn't enough for David. This time he let go of the husband and just concentrated his efforts on the mother. 
 
    After five minutes a bloody fist punctured the mummified woman's abdomen and David got a new prompt. 
 
    Quest alert. Variety is the essence of life I. 
 
    Create 5 Variants: 2/5 complete. 
 
    Rewards: Mutation. 100 renown with Judith. 
 
    Failure to accept: -100 renown with Judith. 
 
    David looked at the new addition to his army. The girl was a little older than Judith, her mother having a bit more meat for the transfer. While Judith looked around about three years old, the new Variant appeared to be five, maybe six years of age. 
 
    David let out a sigh at his success. His headache had gone from all-nighter to hangover on the pain meter. That little exercise had pushed him harder than the other animals had been. He looked to the side to see that while he had been creating her a sister, Judith had been entertaining herself by sawing off the limbs of the males with a large steak knife. 
 
    Covered in blood, she grinned at her master as if she had just won a trophy. He looked at the mess around them and at the new girl. Once again, his latest creation had a striking resemblance to her dead mother. “I think it's time for a bath.” 
 
    Ten minutes later and David admired his work. The bodies were gone and he had used his Forge game to replace the carpet. He'd destroyed and remade everything that Judith might have touched and stole a half-eaten pizza in the fridge. On the surface, it now looked as if the family had just disappeared. 
 
    David went into the bathroom to dry his new daughters and deconstruct the bath and towels. The water he kept. Not only could forensics examine the pipe for traces of DNA, he could purify the water later for use. Water was going to be worth more than gold out in the bushland. 
 
    After giving Judith the clothes from his storage he turned his attention to his latest addition. Her mother had had this Latino feel about her, a bit of a wog family. Not that David had a problem with that; one of his friends in school had taken to the lifestyle after that damn stupid movie came out. “Hmm.” 
 
    Trying not to think about how creepy it was to put his hand on a kid in a towel, David activated his Artificial Ageing power, and used the girl’s family as the fuel for her next transformation. 
 
    The Dungeon Core opened his eyes, and after shaking his head from the dizzy spell saw what he had created. 
 
    His creation was approximately in her early twenties, or that was what she would appear to be to your average human. Her black hair was long and came down to her tight waist, a by-product of having never been to a hairdresser. She had the type of face that had never known zits or the sun's light, which she hadn't. Compared to her mother, the clone was definite improvement in the looks department. 
 
    “I will call you, Olivia.” David said recalling seeing a bill on the fridge. 
 
    Name: Olivia. 
 
    Race: Variant. 
 
    Faction: Dark Exchange. 
 
    Job: none. 
 
    In order to confuse the police further, David had Oliva steal all her mother's clothes, most were a terrible fit, the woman really should have gone on a diet. Hopefully the police will think that the woman left her family. 
 
    David looked to the little mass murderer who looked at her new sister and then down at her own body. It was clear to David that she wanted an upgrade. “Did you touch anything else?” 
 
    Judith looked to him and smiled. 
 
    When David saw the six teenagers on the floor he nearly exploded. The only thing that held him back was that the sun was coming up and there was simply no more time. To his surprise, two of the girls were miraculously still alive, though from the way that their hands and feet had been hacked off that could quickly change. 
 
    “Fucking hell.” David hissed, fearful that somebody would hear them. He was going to have to kill Judith after this; she was nothing but a monster. These people had done nothing to her, he assumed. She was completely out of control and he was sure that her murder spree was just starting. “Judith, you do not do this. You do not kill and torture people. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Judith lowered her head. 
 
    “Crap, now I need to clean this fucking mess up.” David moved to the first of the teenage girls. This one was lying on her back, like the others' her hands and feet had been removed. 
 
    Judith must have found something extremely hot to cauterise the wounds, either that or she used her acid. In any case, how the girls hadn't died and instead drifted into a shock induced coma was a question on his mind. 
 
    Not wanting them to feel any more pain, he dosed the survivors with a sedative. As much agony as the crazed psycho bitch put them through, their torment wasn't over.  
 
    As he worked, Judith, being the elder sister gave Olivia the saw and taught her how to disassemble the bodies. 
 
    David used Mitosis on the redhead and was awarded with a prompt. 
 
    Mitosis successful. 
 
    There was no indication of a negative mutation; his raising of the skill was already helping. 
 
    David sighed and he placed his hands on the girl's forehead. He didn't want to do this. Despite evidence to the contrary he wasn't a murderer and had no plans to do anything to harm people. He was just a guy trying to live, he didn't want to die, but he also didn't want to go to jail. All he wanted to do at the moment was sit down and rest. 
 
    He looked pityingly at the ginger girl below him. If he could, he would try to keep her alive, but he just didn't know how. He rubbed her head as if it would take the trauma of what happened to her away. 
 
    What had she been thinking when Judith stabbed her. Had she been thinking about her friends or family? Would she have been a doctor or police officer when she grew up? David didn't know. 
 
    A new dungeon power has been unlocked. Your knowledge of how the human brain works has caused your game Brain Scan to obtain a new feature. Mind Graft. 
 
    Mind graft allows you to cut copy and paste the memories and knowledge of one person to another. 
 
    David's jaw fell. He looked down at the girl below him and a thought came to him. He turned his head to see Olivia smiling as she cut through one of the teenage boy's legs. “Wait, new plan.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Chris woke up feeling like her head was stuffed with C4. “Ahhh. What the hell?” It took her a minute for things to get clear. She sat up feeling like utter shit only to discover several things wrong. 
 
    One, she was in bed that she did not recognise. Two, she was in her underwear. Three, next to her, lying completely in the nude was her brother. Four, her phone was showing a girl who looked very much like her drinking, dancing, and then kissing her brother in a way that made Chris physically ill. 
 
    Also, for some reason, her ankles and wrists hurt like a bitch. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Dust and stones flew up into the air as a convoy of trucks and cars beat the scrubland into submission. The leading truck was a monster of steel, an eighteen-wheeled devil, painted white and growling like it came from hell's dirty underbelly. Its great rubber tyres made a trail of dust that its followers were forced to drive through. 
 
    As it reached what looked like the middle of nowhere, the semi-trailer turned a hard left, going off-road, if the word meant anything in the blazing wasteland. 
 
    The magnificent metal beast allowed nothing to stand in its way. Where some pissy little German toy car, or an American van or jeep would give up and stall it drove and it drove hard eventually reaching its destination. 
 
    The truck stopped in a desolate location. The only sign of life were a few trees, deserted ant nests, and what appeared to be a cement shed. 
 
    Kim stepped out of the truck and feeling the heat of the sun upon her unnatural skin. “Damn,” she said and turned into a colourful tornado. She reappeared wearing a one piece swimsuit and swung around a parasol. The pink haired cartoon stared at the stone box without hiding her disappointment. “Is that it?” 
 
    David appeared and let out an old man groan as he stretched. He glanced at the shed and tried to identify what he felt. A pulsing, nauseating feeling had slowly been crawling over him the moment he got within twenty kilometres of this place and it had been getting stronger. 
 
    The Dungeon Core bent over, finding it hard to breathe, either it was a sign that he was getting closer to an occupied dungeon or that it was possibly that the chicken that he had eaten earlier was trying to peck its way out of him. Maybe it was a bit of both. “That's it,” he said. 
 
    Around the leading truck others of its kind began to take positions and young men and women began to exit out into the wasteland. Four of the trucks containing bulldozers and excavating equipment began to surround the little stone shed. 
 
    One of the subcontractors that David had hired moved to him. Seeing his new boss doubled over he asked, “You okay there, Mister Mascoff?” 
 
    “Just a bit car sick. How long until you can get this place sorted?” David asked. 
 
    The surveyor examined the area that his new boss had paid him handsomely to develop. David had paid for honesty and he was going to get it, “It's going to be a bitch, but I've done worse. I'm not going to lie it could take eight months to flatten this hellhole. I'm not even going to tell you how long before this place is built.” 
 
    He watched as several caravans began to arrange themselves into rows. Until the land could be straightened up the houses on wheels would be the only accommodation people could count on.  
 
    Out here in the seventh layer of hell it was difficult to get a good workforce. On some days the heat was intense enough that labourers were only capable of working for two hours before packing up. A man could get out of his car and get back in carrying a carpet of flies on his back; there was also the problem with the wildlife. A snake bite or scorpion sting made lawsuits very serious. 
 
    That was fine. David had already sunk two million dollars into the place. He could wait a year or two before its completion, he didn't think he was going to be going anywhere for a while. 
 
    What he was concerned about was that the entrance into the dungeon had been cleaned up. From memories that he had gotten from his last moments as a dungeon AI, he remembered collapsing the entryway, which meant that Clawing Fate had been busy, which was bad. 
 
    The contractor looked at the huge drill and mining equipment that the movers were taking out of the trucks. “You remember me telling you that no one is going to swing a shovel before we measure this place?” 
 
    David leaned against the truck for support, if anything it was getting worse. A prompt flashed before him. 
 
    Warning. You are intruding on a dungeon's territory. 
 
    “It's just a side project.” David said and looked at his timer. The digging equipment was not for the exterior building but for his domain. No more ants, no more slow and steady to make rooms and corridors. A small fortune in mining equipment, building supplies, and other goods were on those trucks. 
 
    If David won all of those supplies were going to be very useful. 
 
    Quest: Coup d'état.  
 
    A dungeon core cannot survive long without a domain. Because of the special circumstances of your realm and your dungeon core, you cannot recreate a domain. Your only action is to claim your previous domain by force. 
 
    Conditions: Reclaim your dungeon in seven days. 
 
    Reward: A dungeon. 
 
    Penalty for failure: Death. 
 
    Time before quest failure: 2 days, 7 hours, 31 minutes, 40 seconds. 
 
    To hell leaving it for the last minute, David had been preparing for this for five days, moving kilograms of gold, paying off any taxes before time, securing allies, and preparing. He had two full days to fuck this son of a bitch up. Would it be enough? If it wasn't there was always plan B, C, and the dreaded plan designated as Fuck You. 
 
    The workers kept glancing at Kim, who no longer hid her condition. This was what she wanted, while Cassidy and Daisy sought to regain their normal lives, Kim wanted more. She had spent her life being a closet geek. The one who had to hide her action figurines and bring out her dolls when other girls came around. The one who chose the life of being a sheep because being a shunned outcast was too terrifying to imagine. 
 
    Now she was special. Not actress special but proper unique. Fuck, one in a million. She had something the other six billion men and women on this planet lacked a body that only existed in television. The problem was, would she still have her powers if David died or succeeded in his hostile takeover? 
 
    David looked at the blue sky, “You know. In the movies it would be raining with maybe lightning in the background.” 
 
    “You're an hour away from a magical war and you’re pissing about the atmosphere?” Kim asked. Truth be told a little rain really wouldn't hurt this place. The heat made everything, including breathing, unbearable. “You never told us why you let us in on you being...” she looked back at the workers, “I know you're keeping a few secrets to yourself, but why not keep it all hushed?” 
 
    David glared at the dungeon entrance half expecting at any moment to get attacked by a griffon or a horde of walking skeletons, “I was dying, Kim. Lying my arse off didn't seem to be important at the time. I knew that Cassidy was desperate to get fixed up and needed money. You and Daisy were just there when I walked in. I'm not stupid enough to think that I could do any of this alone.” There was also the fact that David had wanted to experiment with his powers. And if Cassidy did sell him out then Judith was going to get a brand new Variant sister. 
 
    Sweating, David kept one eye on the dungeon and the other on his workforce who began piling computer equipment and containers full of books onto the ground. He didn't know if he could use any of it but this time he would be prepared. 
 
    Kim looked to her boss, “When do you want to do this?” 
 
    “I'll wait until they leave.” Feeling sick enough that he thought he would faint, David got into one of the caravans and cranked the air conditioner all the way up, Kim wasn't far away. Sitting there in the best comfort that they could get, David asked Kim. “What plans have you got in case this goes to crap?” 
 
    “I still have the gold. Half a million gets you things. If I get to keep the upgrades I'll probably try singing. Japan will absolutely love me.” She could see herself becoming an actress or an idol. At the very least she would save money on animation and the wardrobe department. 
 
    An hour passed before the trucks left, abandoning four semi-trailers and a dozen caravans behind. The workers had done their job of transporting the Dungeon Core's gear and were retreating to their cool homes, where they would spread the word that they had seen a real live cartoon person. 
 
    David looked at their work and nodded. The conveyor belt had belonged to a warehouse and was little more than a long stretch of rubber tread which lead into the mouth of the cave. No tossing supplies into his domain, it was all automated, enabling even a child to load and operate the equipment. 
 
    Judith and her gathering chose to exit the leading caravan. The first Variant to be made spoke in a commanding tone that promised only pain if defied. “You, get those supplies on the belt. You sharpen those knives. You stop picking your nose and get the cameras working.” 
 
    Using his powers David had not only healed Judith's mute mutation but had accelerated her age. She was now about seventeen years old, her hair was a dirty blonde colour and she looked like just another girl off the street. She wouldn't get a movie or modelling job like Daisy or Cassidy might, except maybe as an extra. She was normal, and in some ways that was more frightening. 
 
    What Judith did have though, were Kim's and four other women's memories. No need to go to school, no need to spend tens of thousands of dollars on tutors and university. She could read, write, and infiltrate society without anyone suspecting what she was. 
 
    Her small force obeyed silently and moved like machines. Not those clunky robots you saw in the movies but a strict military unit. The best that the Dungeon Core could put it, the cluster of Variants acted like they were working with a budget on how many muscles they could use at one time. The effect was eerie. 
 
    “What are you going to do about them?” Kim asked looking at the teenage women who the Dungeon Core had created. 
 
    “I need an outside force guarding the cave. No one in or out. When the builders get the land flattened there will be temporary housing.” Judith had proven that her kind were too dangerous to stay around normal people. 
 
    “You never told me how you got them.” Kim said. 
 
    “You would be surprised what a woman would do for twenty thousand dollars.” It turns out that the mothers didn't have to die. A few drugs in their system knocked them out, and it was just a matter of helping with the pregnancy and healing them afterwards. 
 
    There was one woman out there on a urine soaked mattress, who had woken up to discover that she was no longer afflicted with arthritis. 
 
    The Variants opened up the doors of the first semi-trailer. The large metal container shook as ten great wolves popped out. From David's research, the wolves were a remnant of an ancient species that had been extinct since the ice age. These uber-wolves were designed for large prey, like mastodon big. 
 
    Those who survived the war with the dungeon would be given to Kim who would donate them to science. Forty dogs had been sacrificed to make these massive killers. A small price to pay to bring back a primitive species. 
 
    “Aww poorph.” Kim waved her hand in front of her nose, “They look beautiful but they stink like mad.” 
 
    Two of the variants went inside the trailer with mops and buckets and two more began to wash the wolves who tolerated their existences. Out here flies and ticks were a plague that needed to be controlled as fast as possible. 
 
    “Good thing I got the water tanker,” David said looking at the huge tanker. The thing looked like a big pill on wheels. 
 
    The water had come from a dungeon with a waterfall that had an extreme lack of fish diversity. A few goldfish and a cane toad and the dungeon was willing to bend over backwards to give David whatever he wanted. 
 
    The other trailers opened and thirty cats came casually walking out. While the first one that David had made had eaten a good kilogram of gold the others had been forced to munch on iron, steel, and aluminium. Both Kim and David had to look away as the glare the cats made as the sunlight hit their shiny coats proved too intense. 
 
    The last trailer held the mice and their mounts. Hawks, budgies, small dragons, bats, a rainbow of parrots, and several seagulls took to the air and on each of their backs was a little mouse carrying a tiny spear made of steel cat hair. 
 
    Seeing the storm of feathers and wings, Kim couldn't hold back a grin, “Jesus Christ, that looks awesome. Can you like make me a giant eagle to ride? Oh, no. A unicorn. No no, a dragon.” Riding on a fire breathing dragon to her first concert would be so fucking badass. 
 
    David liked the way Kim thought, but most of her dreams were contingent on him winning this fight. Feeling like he was going to vomit and cry at any moment, the Dungeon Core's focus was on the cave opening. 
 
    The first wave was getting ready. The scouting party were a group of mice with cameras and climbing equipment. Because of the extra-dimensional properties of his domain, the Dungeon Core was unsure if a wireless connection would work or not. The cables and recording equipment should give him an idea of what to expect. 
 
    The mice were expendable fodder, they knew that and in David's opinion that just made them more awesome. 
 
    He knelt down and picked up the commander. 
 
    Name: Sylvester. 
 
    Race: Nim. Dungeon born. 
 
    Type: Vermin.  
 
    Creator: Dark Exchange. 
 
    Job: Scout. 
 
    The Nim are a race of super intelligent mice created by a dungeon core. Breeding in litters, these mice have an advanced social structure and are capable of using tools. Less timid than their primitive cousins they are highly observant and cunning. 
 
    Scouts play an important role in a community and military. Instead of specialising in one area scouts are one part explorers, trackers, hunters, and spies.  They observe their surroundings and report back their findings allowing for advanced warnings. 
 
    David had tried to give each mouse a job but was unable to. Maybe it was due to him currently being out of a dungeon, or maybe some people didn't have what it took to have that kind of job. Or maybe Sylvester and those like him were a bit more intelligent than the others. 
 
    Professions it turns out required years of study and time, you had to dedicate yourself to the craft. Kim had put energy into her music, doing it for fun, sacrificing an hour a day to play. Anyone could be taught to boil water but it took time and effort and a bit of a knack to be a chef. 
 
    Then again that theory held up shit when the blessings of those arsehole dungeons had given out free professions like a venereal disease at an orgy. 
 
    As best that David understood it, jobs were a less powerful version of the profession. It was like in some MMOs, a wizard could have thousands of different schools of abilities and powers. Two wizards could have two completely different power sets, each specialising themselves to their favourite tactics. Jobs on the other hand were more linear and if you changed your job you had to restart the tech tree. 
 
    Jobs were like that. Watered down versions of their more powerful professions. 
 
    David didn't fully understand the process, yet. But as only a few of his mice had been able to unlock the ability to take jobs, he had to work with what he had. 
 
    Knowing that he was probably sending his creations to their deaths, David spoke to the mouse knowing it could understand him. “Get me that cave.” 
 
    Sylvester the mouse stood up straight on its furry legs and gave a sharp salute. David put it back on the ground where it began talking to its fellow scouts in loud squeaks. 
 
    The cats, wolves, other mice, and Variants watched the brave vermin run into what could possibly be their doom and each of them felt the hot air around them tense up. This was it. The reason behind their creation, the war that they were born to fight for, it was finally here. 
 
    A black skinned eighteen year old manning the monitors tapped several buttons and the screen came to life. “We have visual.” she said. David had tried to save as much of the mother's memory as possible. It turns out that one of the mothers were in the army training for Special Forces. Not that it helped her against schizophrenia or walking the streets in a daze. 
 
    David had given the woman a business card and told her to speak to Cassidy. When her life got back in order she was going to need a job. 
 
    David, Kim, Judith, the cat with the golden fur, the oldest of the wolves, and the Dungeon Core's first litter of mice came forward and viewed the image. They viewed the screens, watching as the raiding party of mice stayed close to the entrance. The cameras on their backs panned left and right, trying to take in as much of their new environment as possible. 
 
    Kim looked at the little shed, “Wow, you weren't kidding. It's like five times bigger than it should be.” She pointed at the screen.” what's all that rubble?” 
 
    “Before the thing took over I sort of did a self-destruct.” David said. “Collapsed all my rooms, flooded everything with salt water, and killed my monsters. I also put on a complete configuration reset on a timer but localised it to the dungeon. The rest corrupted everything, the field that stabilised everything, the sensory perception. You know how Cassidy got hyper sensitivity because of the new skin? Well, add in a dozen flash bang grenades going off in your face every ten seconds.”  
 
    “A dungeon bomb.” Kim said sounding impressed, “Um. What do you mean configuration reset?” 
 
    “Dungeons don't work like they do in Japanese light novels or games. No numbers, no levels, no text screens, no messages. They are organic creatures that work mostly on instinct with just that tiny bit of intelligence. The ones that you met were only about two to ten years old. Most of them only capable of holding a tiny monster.” David took in a breath, “Me being a bit of a gamer, I made everything digital.” 
 
    The scouts scoured the starting room, each of them pointing their cameras this way and that until they finally found something. 
 
    A huge mound of insects were covering what appeared to be a piece of metal. They were mostly ants and flies but there were a few spiders tossed in the mix. 
 
    Seeing the pile of insects Kim gave a shiver, “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” David said and turned his attention to his demolition squad, which turned out to be a small ginger girl with a bunch of homemade thermite and pipe bombs strapped to her chest. “We need bug bombs.” 
 
    He looked to Kim, “The mother fucker is trying to make himself a swarm mimic body.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    It turns out all you needed to rid the world of a serial killing death trap with delusions of grandeur was a bug bomb, a winch, and a middle finger. The middle finger was optional but it feels really good to give. 
 
    The moment before Crawling Fate was pulled out of the dungeon domain, David, flanked by several Variants entered the cave. He didn't trust his opponent nor did he believe that he understood the rules of being a dungeon. He had come to this God forsaken dirt pit expecting an epic fight Lord of the Rings style, this anticlimactic crap frayed his nerves. 
 
    David didn't so much as hear as much as felt the armour scream out in despair, “Noooooo!” A smile stretched across his face and the Dungeon Core looked down to see that he had an erection. Best feeling ever. 
 
    As his foot tapped down on the dirty cave floor several prompts flashed before his eyes. 
 
    You have trespassed onto the territory of the Crawling Fate. Warning this dungeon while a novice in this region is far older than you are and its personality has become twisted due to its dungeon masters and contracted parties. 
 
    Beware, the Crawling Fate never forgets and never forgives. 
 
    A feeling of utter dread flowed through David, a sensation akin to driving your car and a tarantula crawling on your leg assaulted him. Every fibre of his being was screaming into his ear to run and don't look back. 
 
    Then the armour was pulled free of its home like a wailing hermit crab and triumph and relief replaced the doubt and fear. It was as if David had been missing a vital organ and only now did he feel whole. 
 
    Quest completed. 
 
    You have taken your dungeon back from the usurper the Clawing Fate. In your previous encounter with the older and far more experienced dungeon you had crippled yourself in an effort to wound your enemy. Without this mutilation it was very possible that you could have faced a much more powerful enemy. Just don't make it into a habit. 
 
    Reward. A dungeon domain. 
 
    Congratulations. You have earned the Destroyer of Fate achievement for beating the ancient dungeon, Clawing Fate. Reputation with dungeons classed as fortress is 10% lower. Reputation with dungeons classed as forest and school is 10% higher. 
 
    Quest alert. Fate of Ie. 
 
    Decide the fate of the Crawling Fate dungeon core. 
 
    Reward. Unknown. 
 
    Quest alert. Configuration, again? 
 
    Your new dungeon has been configured towards a setting that doesn't make a bit of sense. In your madness and spite you have crippled not only your enemy but yourself. The current dungeon settings are corrupted, you must reboot. Your functions are limited until you do this. 
 
    Reward. You can actually do shit. 
 
    Do you wish to change the dungeon's configuration? 
 
    And there it was the problem. Dungeon David had infected his own domain with utter gibberish. His domain was fractured; his code for lack of a better term was fucked up. It was necessary, or at least that was what David had told himself when he pulled the stunt, but now it was going to cost him. 
 
    He ignored the question and looked to the unnecessary army that he had created. He really went overboard making them. 
 
    Judith approached the cave opening, “Dad, what is happening in there?” 
 
    Dad? Cripes, David had a daughter now. Hell, he had a good dozen children now. How did that happen? David sucked in a breath and spoke, “We won.” 
 
    The children revealed their bone spikes and raised their hands in the air. The wolves howled and wagged their tails. A chaotic symphony of squeaks and bird songs filled the air as the mice and their mounts celebrated. They had won the day. 
 
    David didn't see what the fuss was about. There had been no big war, no great fight. Kim, armed with a can of raid and a stick could have won this with less trouble. He did not understand that his creations' cries were not for the easy victory but that their God would not die. 
 
    From the safety of her car, Kim came over and looked at David's new dungeon. It was definitely bigger than its exterior would make people believe. “You bastard, you told me there would be a fight.” 
 
    David moved to the place where his security office should have been. It was just stone, faceless rock that was no different than the rest of the cave walls. David placed his hands on the rock and his fingers began to navigate around the rock. 
 
    His smile widened as he found the catch. A simple press and a slot appeared. To another dungeon or an unobservant human the hole would have just been part of the scenery. Dungeon David hadn't been a hundred percent sure, but he guessed that any dungeon or creature that managed to screw him over would be working on the basic puzzle solving mechanisms. Mostly levers and switches, maybe a magical gizmo, but nothing quite as hi-tech as a USB slot. 
 
    From his pocket universe, the Dungeon Core pulled out a USB drive. “Work. Please work.” 
 
    The pain of being crippled in a car crash, the torment of being melted, and all the agony of David's dreary life seemed to be condensed into a single moment and then shoved down his throat. His immunity to pain proved only to be a speed bump to the pure truck load of agony that washed over him. 
 
    David opened his mouth and tears made of ruby red blood dribbled down his cheeks. Every muscle seemed to be turned into molten lead, his bones became as gooey acid, what felt like a swarm of venomous spiders biting him from the inside, and all through the tortuous minutes, the Dungeon Core screamed. He had come home. 
 
    When he opened his eyes his reflection stood before him. David had changed since he had first come here, both physically and mentally. He had lost a large amount of weight and he stood a little straighter. Before, he had been a beaten down slob, whose highlight of the year was when he didn't have to talk to idiots about how to turn on their computers. Now the Dungeon owned a small army of monsters, he was rich compared to the common Joe, he had powers, had a stunning girlfriend, and his very existence altered reality around him. 
 
    “That sucked,” the Dungeon AI said. The avatar of the murder hole examined his surroundings. He had both his dungeon core and the previous dungeon’s memories dancing around in his head. 
 
    For six months he had been here trying to scrape out a killer bachelor pad one grain of dirt at a time, and now it was as if he had gone back to stage one. No, worse. This time his domain was ten times larger and the cave was filled with rubble. If his core walked outside for just a second both would perish. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” The core asked himself. 
 
    “I can feel it. The pain blockers are holding up but they won't last. I've got about five minutes before it comes back.” The Dungeon AI took in an exhausted breath; the action was purely out of reflex since he didn't need air to survive. “We really fucked ourselves over. How did that son of a bitch last as long as he did?” 
 
    Your dungeon is operating at 7% efficiency. 
 
    The text message told David that he had a lot of work to do. 
 
    On shaking legs, David stood up. The Variants that he had come in with aided their master. “Let's go ask him,” he said. 
 
    David’s painful return had been a result of linking to his dungeon domain. When he had first entered the dungeon he had been thankfully unconscious when his human body was mutated into the equivalent of a nuclear generator and his mind was cut in half and forced to regenerate, he hadn't been so lucky this time. 
 
    The dungeon was David's true body, the walls were his stomach lining, its heart was his heart. What he had done to himself was akin to disembowelment with a claw hammer. That split second of pain was what the Crawling Fate had experienced for the past five days straight, how it hadn't turned into a gibbering mess was as shocking to David as the pain had been. 
 
    He stood just on the edge of the entrance way and saw Judith standing there with a rifle aimed at her creator's head. 
 
    David smiled, “I hate Mondays.” 
 
    At hearing the call sign, Judith lowered her rifle and got ready to receive orders. Not knowing exactly what would happen if he connected to his dungeon, her creator had made a password. If he had not given the correct one or attempted to play on her emotions, then she would know that he was possessed by the enemy. If he had developed amnesia then the cave would be sealed off until he became David again. 
 
    “The domain is still wrecked, the cave is in ruins, and I am bleeding energy like mad.” David said “If I leave this place I'm dead. I need to do another dungeon configuration. I don't know what will happen.” 
 
    The Dungeon Core’s eyes glanced at the ruined suit of armour that was being placed inside the Faraday cage that he had made. The container was made from a combination of conductive metal and David's own dungeon essence. From the report that Zellio'zeri had given him the design did a good job of blocking the influence of dungeon core fragments. 
 
    His girlfriend really did not like competition. Every time that a new dungeon popped up Zellio'zeri physically crushed the poor bastard. The shards contained the barest hint of the former dungeon's power but not their personality, which made them useful batteries for powerful boss monsters and equipment. 
 
    The armour now safely inside the custom made Faraday cage, David nodded towards it, “I’ll need him for a moment. I'll also get you to start pulling in equipment and digging up the rubble in here. Kim, this is just going to be boring. Could you take the wolves to the keeper?” 
 
    The cartoon woman gave a mocking salute and smiled. A toon bringing in an extinct species of wolves to the Darwin zoo was going to be front page material that could end up being broadcast internationally. The idea of selling the wolves to science never appealed to David, getting every arsehole with a doctorate in genetics banging on his door, however, was something he liked. 
 
    Kim was surprised at how obedient the wolves were. She barely had to take a step towards the pickup truck before the largest of the overgrown puppies were in the back, waiting for her. The animals were so huge that there was only room for one of them to be in the truck at any one time. 
 
    “Weirdest fucking job, ever!” she said smirking. This was so much better than working at a fast food restaurant. Before getting in the truck and making the first in what would be many runs, Kim looked back at her employer, “Hey, don't die.” She didn't want to return to normal just yet. 
 
    “I'll try,” David called back as he helped move the first of the drills inside the dungeon 
 
    Five hours of having your teeth being pulled and your knees being rebroken. That was what it had felt like when the Variants started drilling, and every moment of it the Dungeon AI was on his back, begging for death. Next to him, his core could do little else but look away and pretend not to listen. 
 
    The children worked tirelessly to move the stones and fallen rocks. They moved giant slabs of concrete to hold up the ceiling, they drilled into David's flesh, routing and tearing away stone. There was no time given for being gentle, they hammered and picked free everything that was in their way. They used pressurized water to move and dissolve the rock and dirt, they used acid, thermite, and their own fingers, and all during that time they heard their master's screams. 
 
    The Variants did an amazing amount of work for five hours, each of them working with a supernatural efficiency that would shame any human labourer. 
 
    After five hours, a gasping and crying AI stopped its screaming and lay limply in the air. Its body floating a full metre off the floor. David saw this and inserted the USB drive back into the slot. It was time for round two. 
 
    This time the pain was like living through the aftermath of getting hit by a train. David felt all kinds of wrong, his bones were dust, and his muscles were crushed. And as quickly as it came the sensations vanished. 
 
    Your dungeon is operating at 9% efficiency. 
 
    Do you wish to configure your dungeon? 
 
    Again David looked at himself; his AI had reverted to its earlier state. “Better,” the reinstalled Dungeon AI said. “But it's not just the rubble and the broken walls. The domain is fucked up, man. Power is also a problem. I can't access anything yet.” 
 
    The Dungeon Core looked at the box that held the armour, “Looks like we're trying alternative power sources. Judith, chip off one of its pinkies.” 
 
    The scream that the AI heard sounded like music, mostly the death metal kind as Judith used a circular saw to cut free one of the Clawing Fate's fingers. Using a pair of tongs she brought the severed finger to the dungeon's entrance. 
 
    Being as careful as possible they put the finger inside the dungeon and put it into a ceramic pot. A half a kilogram of thermite later and a new prompt filled the dungeon core's vision. 
 
    Your dungeon has absorbed the power of one of your own kind, adding its life force to your own body. Due to the damage to your dungeon you receive only 5% of the potential energy gain. 
 
    The walls of the cave seemed to vibrate and flex like they were living muscles. The dungeon was syphoning off the energy and was digesting the new treat. It looked so much more repulsive than seeing it on a monitor. 
 
    “Did this happen every time I killed something?” David asked himself 
 
    Your dungeon is operating at 15% efficiency. 
 
    Both the core and the AI's eyes widened at the prompt and spoke in unison, “Holy shit.” 
 
    Two nights filled with David's screams passed. When Judith's kind weren't digging, the mice were busy scratching their way through the walls. While the Variants used picks and drills, the super intelligent rodents used their size to surgically weaken the walls and make way for the heavy work. 
 
    Kim groaned and sat next to David who wasn't sweating despite the heat and lack of wind. “Dropped off the dogs and my picture is going to be on a lot of magazines. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “If I don't reset myself every five minutes my AI feels like it’s getting its heart torn out through its mouth. Think like a really old computer with a fan problem. Besides that, I'm good.” 
 
    “Ouch, been there. Can't you just not use an AI? Can't it all run through you?” 
 
    “Love to but can't. The dungeon has all the control over the monsters. Think base building games. How hard do you think that would be in first person? I'd have to run around and micromanage everything.” It was a pain in the arse. One minute to learn the system and then four to do the management side, rinse and repeat. “Sorry you didn't get the battle you were expecting?” 
 
    “It's fine. It can't be all swords and fireballs. I did read a few LitRPGs.” Kim smiled at David, “You were planning a harem end when you hired me, Daisy, and Cassidy, weren't you?” 
 
    “You volunteering?” David grinned back. He settled back down, “No. I wasn't planning on turning you into sex slaves. What I was planning to do if this did go belly up was renting a few hookers and just going wild.” 
 
    “Eww.” Kim said. 
 
    “But really, I'm just happy I get to live.” 
 
    Kim patted him on the hand, “I'm happy you lived to, David. I could have done without the exploding dogs, but it's been a fun week.” 
 
    David lost count of the amount of times that he had to reset the damn dungeon AI. Each time he reset the mother fucking thing the momentary link allowed him to experience a living hell, each time feeling worse than the previous episode. 
 
    Within two days they had managed to make five more rooms and got a good deal of tunnelling done. David's rooms were now full of wooden planks, steel sheets, aluminium, drilling equipment, marble, bathroom tiles, plumbing, and other odd pieces. 
 
    Your dungeon is operating at 21% efficiency. 
 
    The number hadn’t changed since the last reset and David guessed that it was the extent of his remodelling could accomplish. With the wolves now safely in a zoo and the Variants now having access to temporary housing outside, it was time to stop procrastinating. 
 
    David looked at the army of mutant birds, rodents, and cats that now sat in his corridors and rooms. His Variants were outside, giving him blank looks. Judith had a bomb in one hand, the device hovering over the mouth of the Faraday cage where what remained of the Clawing Fate was whimpering. It had not enjoyed its stay in this world; it also probably didn't enjoy the fact that coating the insides of that box was a glass layer filled with Variant acid. 
 
    A simple nudge would be all it would take for the doomed armour to cross into David's domain; the amount of energy that it would bring to the table should lessen the requirements and perhaps shave a few months off the reconfiguration. 
 
    Do you wish to reconfigure your dungeon? 
 
    David glanced over at the piles of magical equipment that he had managed to bargain out of the other dungeons. They weren't anything special. Mana and health rings, a rusty dagger with an ice enchantment, a few light stones, and an old shirt with a cleaning enchantment. If he could absorb just one power than it was more than worth the loss. 
 
    He should probably say something, an inspiring speech. He looked to his monsters and spoke, “This is probably going to hurt.” 
 
    With the signal from her master, Judith dropped the bomb in the Faraday cage and kicked the box into the starting room. 
 
    With a single thought, David selected yes to the reconfigure. 
 
    He hadn't been wrong. It hurt. 
 
    Epilogue. 
 
    Steve viewed the book he was holding with disinterest. It was just another hero sausage fest and dick measuring contest, but they were all going that way. It was no longer about the story anymore; it was about breaking the traditions that no longer mattered. 
 
    Undoing whitewashing a character, gaying up superheroes, making them feminists, toning down the racism, toning up the powers to even more absurd levels. It was all getting way out of hand. 
 
    Perhaps it was Steve becoming more adult or maturing as a person, but the major comic book industries just seemed to be running on a big hamster wheel. The risks didn't matter, the wars didn't change anything. It was all about playing for movie rights now. 
 
    “Hi there,” a woman said. 
 
    Steve looked to the left expecting to see a clerk. They always bitched that you never bought anything and left cheese fingerprints on the cover. Considering how the skanks in these books were dressed, you would think they would be afraid of worse things dirtying the pages. 
 
    One look at the gorgeous woman caused Steve's brain to sink down to his dick and his hands to sweat. She looked as if she could have been a model. Her blonde hair, her huge killer body and breasts, and the skin tight shirt she was wearing combined to turn her into a mythical creature. The woman was a fucking nine. 
 
    Steve began to curse himself for wearing a dorky Doctor Who shirt and not shaving. He noticed that everyone else in the store was giving him a curious look, and he knew exactly what they were thinking because he was thinking it to. Why the hell is this woman talking to a freak like him? 
 
    “C... can I... I help you?” Even to his ears it sounded as if Steve had a mental handicap, which he did. Most of his blood was leaving his brain and headed down south for the winter. He had a feeling that he had to pay to have a woman this hot talk to him. 
 
    The woman looked nervous and she looked around, “What would you pick? An assassin, a wizard, a warrior, or a priest? My friend is doing a dungeon and he's looking for players.” 
 
    If it had been a guy, Steve would have given him the finger and told him to piss off. He had grown out of the tabletop phase, mainly because there were so few players around. DMs also had this thing about not stabbing your party members when it came time to dish out loot. 
 
    Steve's answer to this was simple, “Hey, they picked me up at a bar. It's called being in character.” Not that any of them listened. 
 
    But this was a nine asking him. A blonde bombshell with huge fucking knockers. 
 
    A seventeen year old basement dweller came over and stuck his pimply nose in on the subject, “I'll play. I've got a rogue sheet already in my bag.” 
 
    From the look of the little cockblocking shit, Steve would have put money on that certainty. The shitstain looked like that sad sod who carried a character sheet in the same way that teenagers carried a condom in their wallet. 
 
    Two more sweaty bastards turned up. One, a normal looking kid wearing a school uniform, the other slightly older and wearing all black. Both boys looked like they were ready to jizz themselves just being close to a real woman. 
 
    “We'll play.” The older boy said. 
 
    The younger boy looked to goth kid like he couldn't believe what he was hearing. “But Hugh, you hate...” he got a hard elbow to the gut for his words. 
 
    “Will you be there?” Hugh asked the woman. 
 
    The woman looked uncertain for a second as she looked at the younger of the two newcomers. “I don't think...” a beep came from her hip and a flash of terror crossed her face only to be replaced with a cheap smile. “Sorry, but I'm trying to get out of this. I am willing to pay you each five thousand each to play.” 
 
    His brain unable to deal with the overload of nonsense being shoved onto him, Steven closed his eyes. “Wait. You're going to pay us five grand each to play a tabletop game?” 
 
    The blonde pulled out a thick wad of hundred dollar bills from her pocket. “I'll send you all a text message. All you have to do is click on the yes button.” 
 
    ***  
 
    Daisy once again examined her appearance in the mirror. Thanks to obtaining the model job from the Dungeon Core not only had her skin returned to normal but her face had become symmetrical and the flaws that she had never noticed before had vanished. It was just one of many of the perks of her new career path. 
 
    She continued to be mesmerised by the sexy bitch in the mirror when she heard the car door open. “I guess it went well,” Daisy said. 
 
    She watched as Cassidy entered her car. Her friend had reverted back to old self. Her skin was neither red nor gold but a light tan with a nice selection of natural blemishes and flaws. Cassidy had also lost a cup-size and the handful of inches that the blessing had given her. But there were far subtler changes, the more energy that she put in each of her strides, the way that her eyes tracked the shadows, and a hundred other tiny details that had vanished along with her powerful muscles. While still pretty, she had become a ghost of what she had once been. 
 
    Cassidy tilted her head back into the seat. While she would not cry over the loss of three losers, who hadn't bothered to elevate themselves out of being utter geeks, the guilt of having to sell a kid like that had struck her more than she thought it would.  
 
    “Let's just go,” she said and pulled out her phone. 
 
    Quest completed. Fall from grace and the rise of heroes. 
 
    You have successfully convinced four people to take up the mantle of being a dungeon's minions. While many would tear heaven itself apart for a taste of your power, you know that the price was too great and have given it to those you have deemed as worthy. 
 
    Reward. Loss of warrior, wizard, rogue, and priest professions. Loss of the blessing of the House of Heroes. 50 upgrade points. New ability, Talent scout. 
 
    Talent scout. Activating this ability allows you to know a person's place in the world. People search for years trying to find themselves but you just know. 
 
    Cassidy put down her phone and said nothing. 
 
   


  
 

 Words from the author 
 
    Thank you for reading Dungeon Configure, the first in the Dark Exchange series. 
 
    More of Troy’s titles can be found at Spectrum Audiobooks: spectrumaudiobooks.com 
 
    Please visit my website. https://troyneenan.wordpress.com 
 
    If you would like to read more literature that bleeds the boundaries between games and novels please go to the GameLit Society on Facebook. https://www.facebook.com/groups/GameLitSociety/ 
 
      
 
    Either its rolling dice, throwing fireballs at useless noobs, or being reborn in a game world. Visit the LitRPG Group on Facebook and see what other authors and readers discuss and think about when they aren't reading and writing pure awesomeness. https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/ 
 
      
 
    Like all things Dungeon Core? Visit Dungeon Stories on Facebook! https://www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories/ 
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 The Fomori Cipher 
 
    Written By Troy Neenan. 
 
      
 
    Tormented with endless dreams of his own death the disfigured Mocrey O'Connell spends every moment of his life in service to his demanding family, but are these just the harmless doings of a troubled mind or is there something else going on inside the young Wood Elf that he himself is unaware of? 
 
    As for Mocrey himself, all the young farmer and part time reluctant inventor wants is to get the courage to ask  the cute little demon waitress for a date and avoid making his disturbed mother further disappointed in him. 
 
    Thinking that his birthday is the perfect time to change his meek behavior, Mocrey promises himself to change. However, he soon gets more than he asks for, when Mocrey's darker side begins to claw its way to the surface and decides that what the kingdom needs is to start the apocalypse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Within the Red Sands 
 
    Written By Troy Neenan. 
 
      
 
    Confident that fate is on her side Priss Doogle stands at the edge of madness. Armed with her crew of cursed individuals and the power to kill a man with just a touch, Priss heads straight into a war against the perversions of a prison many believe as Hell.  
 
    But is everything so simple in this war of worlds and minds? 
 
    Caught in a conspiracy spanning thousands of years Priss is merely a part player in the schemes of mischievous foxes, manipulating princes, and mad tyrants. 
 
    How long can Priss's luck hold out? 
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